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INTRODUCTION


THE BEST ACROBATS




“The NFL under Pete Rozelle was Madison Avenue. The NFL under Paul Tagliabue was Wall Street. The NFL under Roger Goodell is Broadway.”


—BOB LAMONTE, SPORTS AGENT





In August 2024, the thirty-two NFL owners convened for a special one-day meeting at the Omni Viking Lakes Hotel in Eagan, Minnesota, next door to the Vikings training facility. The matter at hand was a plan to tap a new gusher of money that would make these very wealthy and mostly elderly owners even wealthier. Before the meeting began, the league’s two most powerful owners stopped in the lobby to share fist pumps. Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones and his oldest son, Stephen, greeted New England Patriots owner Robert Kraft and his oldest son, Jonathan. “Boy, you’re looking trim,” the elder Jones, graying and pale, said to the elder Kraft, suntanned and in sneakers. The two octogenarians beamed like school chums meeting after summer break. Kansas City Chiefs owner Clark Hunt, by comparison a youthful fifty-nine, and Pittsburgh Steelers owner Art Rooney, seventy-two, passed by. Commissioner Roger Goodell, the trim, barrel-chested confidant, and leader to them all, chatted with the group. About the only people not smiling were the players who had just been cut by the Vikings and were checking out of the hotel, their fates unknown.


A few hours later, Jones, Kraft, and the other owners voted 31–1 to allow teams to sell up to 10 percent of their multibillion-dollar franchises to private equity groups that include Carlyle and Sixth Street Partners. (Cincinnati Bengals owner Mike Brown, a staunch traditionalist, was the lone dissenter.) As the meeting broke and the owners headed for their limousines to take them to their private jets, Jones told reporters: “This is good for anybody that’s in love with the N.F.L., any part of it—the game part, on the field, off the field. This is a good thing.”1


Most of all, it was also a good thing for Jones and his fellow owners. The decision, which came after five years of study and debate, included rules preventing private equity groups from having any say in the running of the teams they invested in. They had to hold their stakes for at least six years. And the owners didn’t have to share the proceeds with the players who helped create the value of the teams. The owners would have their cake and eat it, getting piles of cash without ceding control. Within a few months, the Buffalo Bills, the Miami Dolphins, and other teams sold pieces of their teams for hundreds of millions of dollars. Asked what he planned to do with the money from the sale of stakes in his $7 billion team, Las Vegas Raiders owner Mark Davis joked: “I’m going to In N Out Burger.”2


The NFL had won again. Just a decade before, the league was under mortal threat. Thousands of retired players sued the league, claiming they were deliberately misled about the dangers of concussions. Concerned about the brutality of football, parents were steering their kids toward safer sports. Women fans were turned off by reports of players beating their girlfriends and wives. Players who knelt during the national anthem to protest social inequality and police brutality ensnared the league in a bitter debate about free speech and patriotism. The league lost fans along the way, but it largely weathered these crises. Rather than risk seeing players with dementia called as witnesses, the league agreed to a settlement that has paid out more than $1.5 billion, with each player getting as much as $5 million.3 But after insurance claims and split thirty-two ways, the teams would pay just a few million dollars each a year on average. At the same time, the league created marketing campaigns and donated millions of dollars to nonprofit groups and research institutions to change the narrative and refocus the public’s attention on the games, with their irresistible blend of American pageantry, violence, and high-wire outcomes.


With more than $23 billion in revenue in 2024, the NFL is the biggest sports league in the world. It’s grown as large as Fortune 500 companies like Colgate-Palmolive and Goodyear Tires. The NFL drew the largest audiences on television, sold the most valuable media rights and sponsorships, and played in the most lavish stadiums. The Super Bowl was a de facto national holiday; wedding planners recommend picking any other Sunday to tie the knot.4 As networks struggled to attract viewers, NFL games made up ninety-three of the one hundred most watched programs in 2023; its deals with HBO, Netflix, and other media outlets created nongame programming such as Hard Knocks that kept the league in the news throughout the year. New revenue came in from overseas and sports gaming. Thirteen of the world’s twenty most valuable sports franchises in 2024 were NFL teams.5 The NFL wasn’t just a sports league, it was an immensely profitable American religion, complete with acolytes, pomp, and tax breaks.


None of this was preordained. The NFL almost folded during World War II when owners had to sell players from their depleted rosters to pay their bills.6 The pro game lagged behind baseball, boxing, and college football until the 1960s, when Commissioner Pete Rozelle harnessed the power of television and the country’s growing economy to catapult the league up the sports food chain. Younger fans gravitated to the NFL’s flashier, more brazen game just as Wall Street’s winner-take-all ethos bled into American society. George Will seemed quaintly out of touch when he complained that “football combines two of the worst things in American life: It is violence punctuated by committee meetings.” Many Americans, it seemed, were hooked on both.


The league endured player strikes, legal challenges, and drug scandals in the 1980s. Starting in 1989, Rozelle’s successor, Paul Tagliabue, worked with the players union chief, Gene Upshaw, and fair-minded owners like Dan Rooney of the Steelers to craft a new revenue sharing agreement with a salary cap and free agency that provided the economic foundation the NFL still stands on.


“In the span of two generations in postwar America, pro football became a truer and more vivid reflection of the American preoccupations with power and passion, technology and teamwork, than any other sporting institution in the country,” Michael MacCambridge wrote in America’s Game: The Epic Story of How Pro Football Captured a Nation.


Jones and Kraft entered the league at this critical juncture. Self-made businessmen who went deeply into debt to buy money-losing teams, they were hungry for success on the field and desperate for money off it. “He was the first and we were the next to pay up big,” Kraft said, referring to Jones. “We had to make it work. We had to do things to generate revenue from something that only held events ten days a year.” Over the following three decades, they built their teams into two of the world’s most valuable franchises and had a hand in nearly every major financial decision the league made. After Tagliabue stepped down in 2006, they backed his long-time protégé, Goodell, who took a maximalist approach to growing the NFL. During Tagliabue’s seventeen years as commissioner, the league doubled in size to $8 billion. Goodell, channeling Jones, Kraft, and other owners, set a target in 2010 of tripling revenue in the following seventeen years—a goal the league is on track to exceed.


Their empire building did not happen overnight or by accident. Given its prominence, the NFL is often viewed as progressive. In fact, the league moves deliberately, waiting to see what other leagues do first, say, with international expansion or putting a team in Las Vegas, before adapting the best elements to suit its needs. Goodell and the owners use demand for NFL games to cut record-setting deals with networks, sponsors, and other businesses that have turned the league into a 365-day-a-year enterprise that now bleeds into Black Friday, Christmas, and other formerly sacrosanct days. The Draft, once a sleepy event for football nerds, draws hundreds of thousands of fans. The NFL unveils its season schedule on prime-time television. “Because now there’s just, well, there is no off-season, there’s just a time you don’t play the games,”7 former coach Dick Vermeil once said.


To Goodell, the NFL isn’t just a sports league, it’s a cultural institution that gobbles mindshare and captures the national zeitgeist. The owners are considered celebrities—and mocked—including Jones and Kraft, who are shown in their luxury boxes during games and starred in ten-part documentaries about their clubs. Roger Goodell is lampooned mercilessly on TikTok, South Park, and Barstool.8 He and the owners like to say that football mirrors American life. If that is true, then the reflection includes not just teamwork, perseverance, and spectacle but also some measures of greed, corporate welfare, violence, misogyny, self-promotion, and bland officiousness.
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For more than a dozen years, I have documented the business of the NFL as a reporter for The New York Times. I have interviewed hundreds of owners, league executives, and team officials; union bosses and players; network executives and sponsors; coaches and fans. Jones took me in his helicopter and Kraft invited me to his apartment to break bread. I watched Goodell tell a convention of neurosurgeons about the league’s efforts to make football safer. I saw Seattle Seahawks coach Pete Carroll mobbed by television cameras moments after his team blew Super Bowl XLIX, his grandson crying at his knee. One fan told me he was so angry that the Chargers left San Diego that he drove to Los Angeles to tailgate with friends but refused to buy a ticket because he didn’t want to give Chargers owner Dean Spanos his money.


I have also seen the carnage football produces in abundance. NFL players compete in an extraordinarily dangerous game for our collective entertainment. Fans witness horrific injuries: Tua Tagovailoa getting knocked unconscious, Damar Hamlin’s heart stopping. Every game, players are part of high-speed collisions, akin to car crashes, that fans take for granted. Former referee Ed Hochuli saw this up close: “There wasn’t a single game right up to the very last one that there weren’t a half a dozen times in that game [where] I said, ‘Oh my god, how’s that guy gonna get up off the ground? He’s gotta be dead.’ And they hop up and they go back to the huddle.”9


Players have access to doctors who patch them up for the next game, sometimes delivering high doses of Toradol, a pain reliever provided before games as a prophylactic. But after they leave the game, they lose a lot of that support. The fallout from many of their injuries, including concussions, manifests itself years after they stop playing. The players’ families become caregivers, sometimes with help from the league’s benefit plans but often in silence. Super Bowl rings provide no immunity. At least seven players from the 2001 New England Patriots died before they passed fifty years old.10 Liz Nicholson told me her husband, former offensive lineman Gerry Sullivan, had advanced dementia and was so paranoid that he kept a loaded pistol in the house. When she tried to take away his bullets, he became more paranoid. He shot a hole in their hardwood floor and threatened to kill them both. The next day, he remembered none of it. She coped by crushing his Valium tablets and mixing them into his red wine to knock him out at night.


Fans tiptoe past the wreckage, if they notice at all. The games are too much of a narcotic. The NFL didn’t invent the circus; they just have the best acrobats. A media ecosystem including NFL Network and NFL Films fuels interest in the games, players, and league. Networks, radio stations, and websites create outrage over issues with the half-life of a punt return. Take Mina Kimes, an ESPN reporter. The website Awful Announcing congratulated her for calling Aaron Rodgers a hypocrite after he complained to Pat McAfee, a former player who has his own show on ESPN, about television analysts who make “unfounded or asinine” comments.11 “He’s espousing that opinion on a personality-driven program that employs him as a personality during the NFL season,” Kimes said on First Take, a personality-driven ESPN talk show hosted by Stephen A. Smith.12 Around and around it goes.


The NFL was a rare institution that emerged from the Covid-19 pandemic stronger. Stuck at home and starved for entertainment, fans tuned into games, many of them played in empty stadiums. The owners lost about $4 billion that season but clawed it back in successive years. While many businesses hunkered down, Kraft, Goodell, and others at the league negotiated ten-year media rights deals worth twice as much as the previous ones. Once the pandemic subsided, Goodell began talking about adding an eighteenth regular-season game and playing sixteen games overseas each year, player safety be damned.


“It just shows that it’s all about money and this is a way that they can, you know, make more money and figure this thing out because it’s not fair for the players,” retired Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger said about his old team, which played three games in eleven days in 2024.13


This book is not about those games, but the owners and executives—Jones, Kraft, and Goodell chief among them—who package and sell the games as America’s last true mass entertainment. It is also about Goodell’s predecessor, Paul Tagliabue, and the union boss, Gene Upshaw, and others who created the revenue sharing model that led to the league’s meteoric growth. This book will illustrate how they extracted billions of dollars in stadium subsidies from local governments—and abandoned cities that refused to bend—and convinced networks, sponsors, and gaming companies to pay billions more for rights fees while producing games that kept fans hooked. This is the story of how this unlikely trio—a hard-drinking wildcatter from Arkansas, an opportunistic striver from Boston, and the alpha dog son of a senator—helped turn the NFL into an undeniable juggernaut.
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1.


“DO YOU WANT A YARMULKE OR A HELMET?”


Paul Tagliabue was as sharp a lawyer as there was, but his memory was foggy the day after he celebrated the end of five years of NFL labor strife. Tagliabue, Steelers owner Dan Rooney, NFL Players Association chief Gene Upshaw, and his top lawyer, Jim Quinn, worked feverishly in December 1992 to complete a groundbreaking labor deal that would alter the trajectory of the NFL.


It was getting late that night, so the men walked a few blocks from the league headquarters to the Hilton Hotel to hash out loose ends over dinner. At the end of the meal, they felt like they had everything resolved. They had one more drink to toast what they felt was the start of labor peace. After four bottles of wine, they called it a night.


The next day, they reconvened to put the last details on paper. They joked that they couldn’t recall everything they had agreed to because of all the wine the night before. But after shaking off the rust, they remembered: For the first time, players would get free agency after five years in the league. In return, a salary cap would be installed to prevent the kind of runaway spending that plagued Major League Baseball, where clubs like the Yankees and Dodgers used their financial muscle to sign the biggest stars. Most important, Tagliabue and Upshaw agreed to divide the league’s revenue roughly in half between the owners and players, a major shift in how the NFL had operated since its inception seventy years before.


This new labor deal didn’t just end years of bickering, court battles, and work stoppages; it made the NFL and players partners, laying the foundation for the league’s startling success over the following three decades.


“What we had produced was complicated and imperfect, but also innovative and built to last,” Tagliabue wrote in his memoir.1 “It did more than ensure labor peace for seven years. It created a partnership with the NFL Players Association that produced other improvements, and not just on economic issues.”


Fans take concepts like free agency and salary caps for granted. But the NFL adopted them only after great resistance from owners like Mike Brown in Cincinnati and Hugh Culverhouse of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, who felt they had more to lose than gain.


Tagliabue had worked as outside counsel for the NFL for two decades before becoming commissioner in 1989, and much of that time included tension between the players and owners. Since 1987, when the players went on strike for twenty-four days and the owners hired scab players, the two sides operated without a collective bargaining agreement (CBA). The lack of a labor deal meant the constant threat of disruption, which was bad for business. The players union sued the league for violating antitrust laws, but the case was dismissed in 1989. Then the union took the extraordinary step of disbanding. Eight players, led by Jets running back Freeman McNeil, sued the NFL, this time as individuals. The case took more than two years—fast for an antitrust suit—and included depositions of owners, who were reluctant to open their books.


“They fought tooth and nail, but Judge Doty ordered them to produce” their financials, said Jeffrey Kessler, outside counsel for the players, referring to the judge presiding over the case.


On September 11, 1992, a jury in Minneapolis sided with McNeil and the other players, finding that the league’s compensation rules were “more restrictive than reasonably necessary to achieve the objective of establishing or maintaining competitive balance in the NFL, and that the rules caused economic harm to the players.”


The players became unrestricted free agents. Within a week, Kessler filed a new claim on behalf of ten other players who were not under contract. They, too, were declared free agents and were quickly signed by teams. Another 250 players who had expiring contracts then filed a third case, with star defensive end Reggie White as the lead plaintiff. Lawyers for the players estimated that damages, when trebled in antitrust cases, would top $1 billion. Tagliabue pushed to settle the White case, and on a December night in 1992, he and Upshaw shook hands on a deal that would revolutionize the league. No wonder the wine flowed.
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The celebration was brief. Raiders owner Al Davis, who took extreme positions on many issues, tried to derail the agreement, fixating on minor features of the deal and one very big one: He wanted players to get free agency after six seasons, not five. Rooney and New York Giants owner Wellington Mara tried to convince Davis to back down. But they couldn’t clinch a deal before heading back to Minnesota in early January to meet Judge David S. Doty. A cigar-smoking former Marine, he did what many judges did: He threatened to impose a deal that neither side would like. For emphasis, he waved a thick manila envelope, which presumably included his ruling.


“He had the decision already written, and he showed it to us on his desk,” said Kessler. “He wouldn’t tell us what it said. Doty made it very clear—it was on a Friday—that ‘if I have to issue this on Monday, let me just say, you’re not going to be happy.’”


After meeting for forty-five minutes with Upshaw and his team, Doty went to Tagliabue, Rooney, and the other owners and told them he would grant players free agency after three years, not five years. The owners were stunned. But unsure whether Doty was bluffing—they hadn’t seen the contents of his envelope—they agreed to take the deal to all the owners.


Tagliabue, Rooney, Mara, and the other owners, as well as Quinn representing the players, flew to Dallas. There, they presented the deal to the full ownership: The league would pay $200 million in damages to settle the White case and cover the players’ legal expenses. White and hundreds of players with at least five years in the league would become unrestricted free agents. Each team, however, could assign a “franchise tag” to one player to prevent him from leaving. The college draft would be trimmed to seven rounds from twelve, and salaries for rookies would remain capped at roughly $2 million.


The owners agreed to the deal, and on January 6, 1993, the two sides announced a seven-year labor agreement,2 ending more than five years of acrimony. Upshaw was ecstatic. “This puts us right there with baseball and basketball,” he told The New York Times. “The landscape of the N.F.L. will never be the same. For the first time, we’re the partners of the owners.”


Tagliabue was privately relieved but publicly channeled some of the displeasure of owners like Jack Kent Cooke in Washington and Eddie DeBartolo in San Francisco, who built dynasties during the pre–free agency era and reluctantly gave in only after the string of losses in court.


“We hope it won’t change football,” Tagliabue said. “The teams wanted to strike a balance, meeting players’ desires as well as team unity. There will be some surprises, some stumbles.”


Davis, though, knew he and the other owners would find this new world disorienting. For years, they had leverage in negotiations because without free agency, players had few alternatives for employment outside of the Canadian Football League. Most players’ careers lasted only a few years, and they had little appetite to go on strike because they would miss paychecks.


Now the best players would have the owners bidding for their services, and frugal owners would have to compete against the likes of Cowboys owner Jerry Jones, who made a fortune gambling on oil and gas wells. Chaos would surely follow.


“It’ll be like the Russians learning the free market,” Davis said of how the owners would respond.
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After the announcement, the league and players rushed to get everything in place for the coming season.


“We were too busy to celebrate,” said Doug Allen, Upshaw’s longtime point man. “We created a monster and then we had to figure out how we could make it work.”


The first task for Upshaw, Allen, and the players was to recertify as a union so they could sign the new collective bargaining agreement, which would provide the NFL with an antitrust exemption to insulate it from more lawsuits. The union also needed to resume functions like distributing benefits and handling grievances. During the lawsuits, Upshaw and Allen had been careful not to act like a union lest the owners argue in court that the decertification was a legal fiction. No dues were collected. Upshaw paid the players’ legal bills with money from licensing agreements that Allen and his wife struck with Topps, Electronic Arts, and others. With the court battles over, “we had to ramp all that back up again,” Allen said.


Though the players agreed to the deal, many of them were not fans of the salary cap, which they said would give owners a tool to lowball rank-and-file players. They wanted to earn as much money as they could as quickly as they could. Now the owners would have a set amount of money to spend, and the lion’s share would likely go to a handful of stars.


“The dynamic among the players has proven, if you go wild on the upside, what happened to the lower-priced players?” said Steve Gutman, the longtime president of the New York Jets who, along with general managers Bill Polian, Jim Irsay, and George Young, created a hard salary cap without loopholes owners could exploit. “We tried to develop concepts where parity and equity and fairness would allow the league to function,” he added.


A hard cap sounded nice in principle, but the owners wanted the flexibility to break it when it suited them. The owners were businessmen who were not used to being told how to spend their money. Gutman and Polian reminded them the hard cap was designed to protect them from their worst impulses.


“We came up with a hard cap, but every owner, every general manager in the league was looking for every exception that they could possibly have,” Gutman said. He explained the merits of the plan in a way he thought they could grasp.


“I’m sure you guys will understand,” Gutman told them at one meeting, “but do you want a soft cap or a hard cap, do you want a yarmulke or a helmet?”


The owners chose a helmet. Even then, some small-market owners who had less revenue than the Cowboys, Giants, and San Francisco 49ers spent well below the maximum on salaries. Years later, a salary floor would be added.


The first big-name free agent of the era was White, the star defensive end who had spent his first eight years with the Philadelphia Eagles. He was heavily courted, including by the Jets, who invited him to New York to meet owner Leon Hess. Hess owned a chain of eponymously named gas stations that each Christmas sold toy gas trucks.3 He took out a prototype of that year’s truck and told White he wanted to make sure his trucks never broke so no child would be disappointed. He put the truck on the floor and asked the three-hundred-pound lineman to stand on it. Dumbfounded, White complied. The truck survived. Hess called his secretary and told her the truck was solid enough to put into production.


“It was his way of breaking the ice,” Gutman said.


Hess’s charm didn’t work. White signed with the Green Bay Packers and helped them win a Super Bowl a few years later. The Jets wouldn’t make the playoffs for another six years.
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The NFL’s unparalleled stature makes it easy to forget the significance of the 1993 labor deal. The league and the union have butted heads over many issues, including Roger Goodell’s aggressive policing of the players’ conduct. But except in 2011, when the owners locked out the players during the offseason to reclaim a chunk of shared revenue, the NFL has had no work stoppages. This has given television networks and sponsors comfort and emboldened owners to pour hundreds of millions of dollars into new stadiums. It also boosted team valuations into the billions of dollars.


Shad Khan learned this firsthand. He used the money he made in the car bumper business to buy the Jacksonville Jaguars in 2011 for $770 million.4 He recalled meeting Jones and Washington Redskins owner Dan Snyder in 2007. Jones and Snyder were enamored with Khan’s new yacht, Kismet, which was moored in the South of France near their vessels. They invited themselves on board, their entourages in tow. As they partied for several days, Khan milked them for information about owning a team. Nearly two decades later, one thing Jones said stuck in Khan’s mind.


“He said the teams are going to be worth a billion dollars,” Khan said with a chuckle. “I was like, okay, Jerry, you can stop exaggerating now.”


As it turned out, Jones was conservative. By 2024, the Cowboys were worth more than $10 billion—the world’s most valuable sports franchise, according to Forbes. The Jaguars, who play in one of the smallest NFL markets, were worth $4.6 billion.5


As the owners raked in more money, so did the players. Under the CBA, team payrolls are based on the players’ share of the league’s revenue minus what the players spend on their retirement and medical benefits. In 1994, the first year of the new system, teams had up to $34.6 million to spend on player salaries.6 By 2001, that amount had doubled as the league signed more lucrative media and sponsorship deals. By 2014, the number had doubled again to $133 million. By 2025, teams had $279.2 million to spend on player salaries, about eight times more than three decades before and far outpacing inflation over that time.


The salary cap and free agency forced teams to not only scout college players but figure out how to spend money efficiently. That meant an owner like Davis, a former coach with an eye for talent, would lose his best players to free agency. Gone were the days when the Dolphins and Steelers built dynasties with stars who had no option of leaving. The Cowboys, who won three Super Bowls in four years in the early 1990s, were the last of the pre–salary cap dynasties. Since then, only the Denver Broncos, Patriots, and Chiefs have won back-to-back titles; the Cowboys haven’t been back to the NFC Championship Game.


“As it turned out, free agency has had as much to do with the success of the league as it has the enriching of the players because it made the building of a winning team much more interesting to the fans, and sometimes teams could be turned around in a much faster period of time,” Allen said. “That worked to the benefit of the league and the value of the league and the networks.”
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When Tagliabue ran to replace Rozelle, he foresaw how labor peace would lead to the riches that followed. As outside counsel to the NFL, he and Rozelle dined often at 21, the restaurant on Fifty-Second Street, where Rozelle drank rusty nails and Tagliabue sipped Campari with a twist. He learned that having the owners run labor negotiations was not working because they could not see the bigger picture: Stiff-arming the players was leading to strikes and the threat of strikes, and that was bad for business.


By the 1980s, Rozelle had little role in labor negotiations and was consumed with fending off lawsuits by Donald Trump, the United States Football League, and others. The league’s Management Council, which had separate offices and legal counsel, and which leaned hard right when it came to paying players, ran negotiations. Culverhouse and other owners resisted free agency, and they weren’t fond of Tagliabue, whom they viewed as conciliatory. In the late 1980s, Culverhouse fired Tagliabue—calling him a “traitor in our midst”—for not doing the owners’ bidding. Rozelle told Tagliabue that he worked for the league, not the Management Council, and hired him back the next day.


The owners’ condescending attitude toward the union prompted the players to walk out in Week Three of the 1987 season. Rooney, one of the few owners with any credibility with the players, almost had a deal with Upshaw that would have avoided the use of replacement players the following week.7 Meeting near Dulles Airport, the two men agreed on a new free agency system. But Rooney couldn’t win over Culverhouse and other hardliners. At a meeting with the union, Cowboys president Tex Schramm made what turned into a rallying cry for the players: “You guys are the cattle and we’re the ranchers,” he said to Upshaw, Allen, and the other union officials. “And ranchers always get more cattle.”


The owners hired scabs for a couple of games before the players returned and filed an antitrust suit. By 1989, most owners recognized the toll that the fight was taking on business. The networks, fearing that games would be canceled, were reluctant to pay more for media rights. In his pitch to become commissioner, Tagliabue said that he would take the top job only if he could lead labor negotiations.


Tagliabue lacked the football credentials of the other candidates: Jim Finks, a former player, coach, and team executive; and Jack Kemp, a former quarterback who had a second career in politics. But on October 26, Tagliabue was chosen on the twelfth ballot. One of the first things he did was seize power from the Management Council and start rebuilding relations with Upshaw and a skeptical union.


“At first, we were really worried about him because we were fighting tooth and nail in court, and he was one of the lead guys in the whole litigation fight,” Allen, Upshaw’s deputy, said. “We were very wary of him as commissioner.”


Tagliabue, Allen said, “wasn’t going to give up much until he had to, until we had the leverage that required him to. And that required us to win the lawsuit, which we ultimately did. Once that happened, almost immediately, his attitude was, ‘Okay, we lost, now we’ve got to figure out how to make this relationship work.’ Gene had the same attitude.”


Jones and other hardline owners criticized Tagliabue for being chummy with Upshaw. Tagliabue and Upshaw had a good working relationship, speaking frequently and even dining at each other’s homes. But they weren’t buddies. “They just had enormous respect for the role each was playing in their own organization, and the role they were playing across the table,” Allen said. “They didn’t waste a lot of time on histrionics.”
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The new, more equitable labor agreement was a turning point. But Tagliabue modernized the league’s business operations in other ways. The NFL that Tagliabue took over was, by today’s standards, remarkably small. Rozelle knew everyone in the league office—less than one hundred people in all—and wrote them personal Christmas cards. If you bumped into him, he would recall a wedding or a birthday. Nancy Behar, who worked in the broadcast department for more than forty years, typed television contracts that back then were just four or five pages long.


But the business of pro sports exploded in the 1990s. Nike and other sponsors threw so much money around that some players earned more off the field than on it. Fox blew up the cozy broadcast model by wildly outspending CBS for the NFC television package. Cable and satellite services provided more ways to distribute NFL games, creating new sources of revenue.


For years, the league office ran everything related to the games, the stadiums, events like the Super Bowl, and network contracts. NFL Properties cut licensing and sponsorship deals. After several Properties employees were arrested for theft and fraud, Tagliabue oversaw the subsidiary.


He also hired Neil Austrian as the league’s president in 1991. Austrian was a business savant who had worked at IBM, in advertising, private equity, and media. When he ran Showtime’s Movie Channel, he pitched Rozelle on a subscription satellite service that would show all out-of-market games to fans around the country. Rozelle was intrigued, but CBS chairman Larry Tisch feared the service would lead to a pay-per-view model. The concept went no further.


When Austrian joined the NFL, he had the leverage to get the networks to agree. In 1994, the satellite provider DirecTV bought the rights to sell NFL Sunday Ticket and paid hundreds of millions of dollars to the league for years to come. Sunday Ticket also solved one of Tagliabue’s headaches. Every year, the league would sue bars and restaurants that used satellite dishes to poach the broadcast signals of games that were blacked out locally, an expensive process and a terrible look. Now the establishments could pay for Sunday Ticket, turning a cost into a source of revenue for the NFL.


“It was the big bad NFL coming into Cleveland and suing this little working-class tavern,” said Frank Hawkins, a lawyer Tagliabue recruited who worked at the league until 2008. “I always said, instead of being defensive, make an offensive solution to your problem.”


Austrian updated the league’s operations, giving everyone personal computers. Budget presentations, which had been essentially two slides, needed to break down every department’s functions. “I think the owners appreciated the fact that we put together a very detailed budget,” Austrian said.


The old guard in the league office—men who felt the NFL’s primary mission was to promote football—pushed back against the executives Austrian hired to supercharge the NFL’s businesses. Howard Handler, the senior vice president of strategic marketing and fan development in the 1990s, saw it as “a church versus state kind of thing.” He recalled being cut off in one meeting when he began to talk about the league’s brand. “We don’t use that word here, we are a league,” he was told.


Handler and other business executives shook off the starchy traditionalists and found new gushers of money by launching websites, opening NFL Shop, which had been a sleepy catalog business, and promoting NFL merchandise on shopping channels.


“The mid-1990s were the inflection point where we started to think about the league as this vibrant sports media enterprise,” Handler said. “It was just a question of how we could bring this to life.”


Some owners bristled at Austrian’s approach for other reasons. Since the NFL’s founding, the owners had their fingerprints on nearly every critical decision. Austrian added layers of executives that created barriers in the league office. Jones, for instance, took exception to Sara Levinson, an executive hired from MTV to promote the league with younger fans. Jones felt that her approach devalued the league’s brand. He and other owners hounded her out of the job.


“She never acknowledged that she worked for the owners,” Hawkins said. “She’d say she worked for Neil,” and that irked owners who felt that league executives answered to them.


The corporatization of the league office came to a head in 1999. Austrian wanted to create a long-term plan to incentivize executives, including Tagliabue. Owners on the finance committee approved the plan. But the details came out during a lawsuit that Al Davis had brought against the league, and he, Jones, and Miami Dolphins owner Wayne Huizenga felt Tagliabue and Austrian were trying to turn the league into a media company. Austrian quit, allowing Tagliabue to save his job. But the message had been sent: The owners were in charge, not league executives.
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Still, the game was as healthy as ever. A Harris poll in 1992 showed that despite years of dysfunction, football remained the country’s most popular sport. The next year, the Cowboys beat the Bills, 52–17, in Super Bowl XXVII, their first title since 1978. The NBC broadcast was seen by 133.4 million, the most watched program in television history.


Tagliabue established an expansion committee in 1991, and in the fall of 1993, the owners awarded the league’s twenty-ninth and thirtieth franchises to the Carolina Panthers and the Jaguars, which each paid a $140 million fee. That gave the league two more teams in growing Sun Belt markets, which drove up the value of the NFL’s television rights. The owners also approved a plan to relaunch a European football league.


No one was more optimistic than Jones. He was the league’s most ambitious—and reckless—owner and its biggest cheerleader. His bet on the Cowboys wasn’t just a bet on the team, it was a bet on a league he believed was the future of American sports and entertainment. He would in the coming years work harder than anyone else to modernize the NFL.


“It’s not business,” Jones told me years later while sitting in his office near the three Vince Lombardi Trophies his teams won in the 1990s. “In Mudville, it’s important for the joy to include making it work. That’s kind of the art of the deal. That’s the ten-pound bass being reeled in on the one-pound test line. That’s the art of the deal because sports is challenging.”


7














2.


“RUPERT, YOU DON’T HAVE TO DO THIS!”


The lights were burning late at the NFL’s Park Avenue headquarters on a Thursday night in December 1993. While workers in New York were at Christmas parties or away for the holidays, the league’s top leaders—including Paul Tagliabue and his head of media, Val Pinchbeck—were negotiating the rights to broadcast NFL games with one of the country’s largest television networks, and the stakes had never been higher.


Earlier that year, the league and the players union signed a new collective bargaining agreement that ushered in labor peace, which Tagliabue and the owners would use to wring more out of their broadcast partners.


Some networks, though, were pleading poverty. CBS claimed it lost tens of millions of dollars on its NFL rights deal during the recession of 1990–1991, and Larry Tisch, the chairman of the network, wanted to pay less, not more, in the next agreement. Cleveland Browns owner Art Modell, who ran the broadcast committee for years, was cozy with the networks and was inclined to give them the discounts they wanted.


But this was the new NFL, one increasingly dominated by younger, hungrier owners like Jones and Pat Bowlen of the Broncos, entrepreneurs who went into debt to buy their teams and wanted to recoup their investments as fast as possible. Modell’s health was poor, and he quit the committee, leaving Jones and Bowlen. Jones wanted to add a fourth bidder for the league’s three main television packages, and Rupert Murdoch from Fox was that bidder. The bare-knuckled Australian had inquired about the rights to Monday Night Football years before but was rebuffed. Now he was back and wouldn’t take no for an answer.


Frank Hawkins, who had been handling many of the league’s complex transactions, was in the office that night, ready to draw up any critical paperwork. Hawkins had stepped out for a cup of coffee, and when he returned, he passed Tagliabue’s office. Standing near the door was Chase Carey, one of Murdoch’s lieutenants, talking on the phone to his boss.


Fox, which was launched in 1986, was best known for its comedy shows like In Living Color and The Simpsons. It had no sports or news divisions. In many markets, its channels were hard to find or it had no presence at all.


But Murdoch had learned in Britain, where his Sky Sports subscription service showed Premier League soccer matches, that must-see sports attracted viewers and advertisers. In the United States, he hoped that showing NFL games would convince affiliates to carry Fox. Murdoch told Jones that he wasn’t interested in being a stalking horse, he wanted to be taken seriously. “Mr. Murdoch, I wasn’t part of that negotiation,” Jones said to Murdoch. “But I am [in] this one.”


As Hawkins passed Tagliabue’s office, Carey said, “Rupert, you don’t have to do this.” Hawkins wasn’t entirely clear what “this” meant. But he soon found out. Carey returned to the commissioner’s office, where Tagliabue, Jones, and the others were waiting. Fox had already bid a record $340 million for the rights to show NFC games, which included the Cowboys, 49ers, and Giants. That was well beyond the $250 million that Tisch said CBS was considering. CBS executives weren’t aware Murdoch was so hungry.


“We did not get the feeling that he would be chasing our package,” said Neal Pilson, the head of CBS Sports then. “We thought, given the fact that he had no sports division, that the Monday night package made more sense for Fox. We certainly talked about it. But there was frankly no sense of urgency. We felt the problem was NBC, which wanted to upgrade from the AFC to the NFC.”


But Pilson knew that $250 million wasn’t going to get a deal done. The Sunday before bids were due, Pilson invited Tagliabue onto CBS’s pregame show, The NFL Today. Off camera, he asked what it would take to get a new deal. Tagliabue said a number that started with a three.


By the end of the week, Fox was already well above that, and when Carey returned to Tagliabue’s office that night, Fox went even further, bidding a staggering $395 million a year for four years, which would be the first ten-figure media deal in league history. Jones was unable to contain his glee. “Underneath the table we were kickin’ the living shit out of each other,” he said later.


Carey later explained Rupert’s logic:1 “You had to have a number that—I don’t have a better word for it—made them choke.”


The NFL wanted to give CBS a chance to respond, so Austrian, Tagliabue’s deputy, called Hawkins into his office and told him to type a memo with Fox’s bid. Hawkins remembered Austrian cackling and saying, “An average of $395 million per year for a four-year total of $1.58 BILL-ion dollars,” with an emphasis on the first syllable of “billion,” like Dr. Evil.


That was when Hawkins realized that Carey was trying to tell Murdoch on the phone that Fox’s initial bid was probably enough. But Murdoch wanted to blow CBS away and show the NFL he was serious.


“It was like, ‘Fuck ’em,’” Hawkins said of Murdoch’s strategy.
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Pinchbeck called Peter Lund, the head of the CBS Network, at a Christmas party at CBS president Howard Stringer’s home in Manhattan. About a dozen top executives crammed into Stringer’s bedroom to persuade Tisch to raise his bid. He agreed that CBS would offer $295 million, but it was too little, too late.2


Lund left the room to speak to Pinchbeck, and when he returned, his face was ashen. “He looked like somebody died,” Pilson remembered. “He said, ‘Guys, there’s a new number. Fox has offered 400. We need to step up.’”


Tisch said to forget it.


The next day, Lund told Tagliabue that CBS wanted to bid for the AFC package, which was less expensive because of the mix of teams and markets. To his surprise, Tagliabue said that the league had already shaken hands with NBC on a deal that turned out to be worth $217 million a year.


Never shy about pressing for more money, Jones urged Tagliabue to reopen the bidding for the AFC package. Tagliabue was reluctant because he did not want to renege on a deal. To be sure, he called Jets owner Leon Hess, who was also a board member at ABC Capital Cities. Hess asked Tagliabue if he had given NBC his word. Yes, the commissioner said. Then that’s it, Hess replied. Your word is your bond.


“There were owners led by Jerry who wanted to start a second bidding war,” said Hawkins. “But Paul and Neil were very clear about honoring the deal with your buyers.”
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The enormity of the NFL’s gamble on Fox was clear for both sides. Fox had no sports division, cameramen, producers, or announcers. All the league had was a glimpse of what Fox said it might do. That came via David Hill, who produced soccer games for Murdoch’s Sky Sports in London. In mid-December 1993, before the bidding ended, he had wowed the owners at a meeting near the Dallas–Fort Worth Airport.3


At Murdoch’s request, Hill, a fellow Australian, put together a “sizzle reel” to show the NFL brass what he thought a football game should look like, with three cameras following the action from different angles and closeups of the players. There would be more music and graphics. The pregame show would be livelier, with more of a frat boy vibe than the sober feel of a newsroom.


“We were charging for subscribers to watch the English Premier League, so I had to make the coverage look so much better than it ever looked before, which was relatively easy to do because English broadcasting then was very lazy and the coverage was virtually a wide shot pan and the only time you ever saw the players was when the ball went out of play,” Hill said.


After Hill played his tape for Jones, Bowlen, Tagliabue, Austrian, and Pinchbeck, someone on the NFL side who had seen one of Hill’s broadcasts on a trip to London said: “Well, if he can make English football interesting, imagine what he can do with the NFL.” It was a sign the owners believed Fox might have the chops to broadcast NFL games.


Hill flew back to London assuming Fox had no shot to land an NFL deal because CBS was the longtime incumbent. Besides, Hill had his hands full at Sky Sports.


“It’s like anything in the world of television, you pitch a lot and occasionally everything works out, and I thought this was just another pitch,” Hill said. “I was having enough problems getting Sky Sports up and running and didn’t give a rat’s ass what was happening out here.”


Then at Christmas, “Rupert rang to say, ‘The Eagle has landed,’” Hill said. “I said, ‘What does that mean?’ and he said, ‘We’ve got the NFL.’”


Murdoch didn’t tell Hill one key fact, which he learned the next Monday when he got a call from George Krieger, a Fox executive. He asked Hill if he had seen The Wall Street Journal, which Hill had not. Krieger faxed him the article. The first paragraph of the story said that Fox had won the NFC broadcast rights. The second paragraph said that Hill would be president of Fox Sports.


“So, I rang Rupert, who was in LA, and said, ‘Is there something you want to tell me?’” Hill recalled. “Murdoch said, ‘Can you get here as soon as possible? There’s so much to be done.’” The job of building a sports division from scratch in eight months was so daunting, and the money riding on it so immense, that Hill assumed he would be sacked after the first week of the new season. He was so sure of it he kept his apartment in London.


When a colleague in London asked Hill when he’d be back, he said: “When they fire me on September seventh,” after the first week of the season.
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The NFL might have been sold on Hill’s vision and Murdoch’s $1.58 billion bid,4 but they were uncertain whether Fox would be ready in time for the 1994 season, or even be able to pay its bills. Some owners, Jones said, suggested that the league take out a line of credit in case Fox faltered. But ultimately, they put their faith in Murdoch to deliver what he promised.


With the NFL rights, Murdoch got to work expanding his network by getting off hard-to-find channels in major markets that were less valuable to advertisers. Murdoch needed affiliates willing to ditch CBS or other networks.


“The biggest leap of faith for us was that they would go after those affiliates and get them,” Tagliabue said. “But Rupert said, ‘I’ll pay what it takes to get it.’”


In May 1994, Fox invested $500 million in New World Communications, which controlled a string of stations. As part of the deal, New World agreed to switch up to a dozen of its local stations to Fox from CBS, ABC, and NBC. That put Fox—and its NFL games—on channels higher on the dial in Atlanta, Dallas, Detroit, Tampa, and other cities with NFC teams.


“This agreement will forever change the competitive landscape of network television,” Murdoch said in a statement.
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Fox needed a sports division to produce those games. Hill had a choice of moving to New York or Los Angeles but chose the latter because he felt the network studios in New York were more focused on news and serious programming.


“I’ve always seen sport as pure entertainment,” Hill said. “In New York, people are doing news and 60 Minutes and all that shit. In LA, I got an opportunity to work with people that are making shows that the world watches and make people laugh. So I can get cameramen and editors and audio guys and the people that actually, you know, create the magic.”


Hill started building a team, and the most obvious source of talent was at CBS, which would be out of the football business after the NFL playoffs ended. Hill sought out Ed Goren, the lead producer of NFL games at CBS. Goren was not surprised. Even before Fox won the NFC rights, Goren went to his agent and told him, “If this Rupert Murdoch rumor is true and he’s the wild man he certainly is, the deal is going to Fox,” Goren later said. “What people didn’t realize is, Rupert wouldn’t take the second best. If he was going to overpay, he might as well overpay for the best,” and the best was CBS’s NFC package.


After Murdoch won the NFC rights, Goren knew football would no longer be in his portfolio at CBS. He asked Lou D’Ermilio, a CBS Sports spokesman, to send a fax for him. D’Ermilio saw it was Goren’s résumé. Goren told him to keep it quiet because he still had to work the Winter Olympic Games in Lillehammer, Norway, a few weeks later. Goren then flew to California to meet Hill.


Goren quickly realized that building a sports division from scratch was the chance of a lifetime. He and his wife were set to fly to Los Angeles from their home in Connecticut when the Northridge earthquake hit Southern California on January 17, 1994. Despite the ominous start, Goren was itching to get going. He never made it to Norway.


“It was great because first off, we had nobody,” he said. “It was David who comes in from London and I come in from CBS and that was it.”


Hill, Goren, and their small team moved into the offices of KTTV, a channel Fox owned. The lot on Sunset Boulevard included the set where All in the Family had been filmed. Hill’s office had been used by Norman Lear, the show’s creator.


“I arrived at Fox in January 1994, and was given an IBM Selectric typewriter, a yellow legal pad, and two HB pencils,” Hill said. “There was nothing. I had six months to put together eight production teams, a logo, a studio, engineering infrastructure, a publicity machine, a sales department. I hired Ed because he was at CBS in production management, and he knew everyone. He had the best Rolodex in town, and he was universally liked.”


Everything was up for grabs, from the graphics to the theme song to the announcers and pre- and postgame shows. Days were long and often stretched into late-night sessions at nearby restaurants where ideas were scribbled on napkins and, hopefully, deciphered the next morning.


“The launch,” D’Ermilio, whom Goren brought over from CBS, said, “was powered by red wine and Marlboro Lights.”


Hill knew that fans wanted to see and hear the players, so he added more cameras and parabolic microphones on the field. At CBS, some games had only four cameras and two tape machines for editing replays. Hill and Goren decided to go with six or seven cameras for lesser games and ten or more cameras for bigger games.


They developed new graphics. At CBS, the producers would show scores from other games during breaks in the action, not while the game was going on because it was considered distracting and could give viewers a reason to change channels.


Hill and Goren put a box at the top of the screen with scores from other games so fans could keep track in real time. Hill had created a similar box for soccer games. Dubbed “the Fox Box,” it was initially panned by industry insiders, including Dick Ebersol at NBC. Ultimately it became the standard. Goren’s only regret was not patenting it.


“David, when all is said and done, was a producer, and I was a producer,” Goren said. “At a lot of the networks, it was ad guys, business guys” who controlled things. But “we spoke the same language. We were going to be different.”
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Murdoch left most of the details to Hill, Goren, and others, but he did weigh in at times, like when Fox wanted to sign John Madden, the king of football analysts. Madden’s everyman persona made him the top color man in sports. He pioneered the use of the Telestrator to diagram plays, and his syncopated delivery and slovenly dress complemented Pat Summerall, his straight man partner at CBS.


Murdoch didn’t know much about football, but he knew Madden. Richie Zyontz, an NFL producer who joined Fox in 1994 after sixteen years at CBS, recalled a comment Murdoch made about the former Oakland Raiders coach: “If I have to introduce someone new to our country to one person who is uniquely American, it would be John Madden,” Murdoch said.


Madden was going to be out of a job, and Bob Iger at ABC tried to lure him to Monday Night Football. Madden’s agent, Barry Frank, was in talks on a deal worth $10 million over four years. Murdoch got wind of it and called Frank and Sandy Montag, who also represented Madden. Murdoch wanted to know “Madden’s number.” When he was told, Murdoch said he’d call back in five minutes. Murdoch’s CFO called back and asked for the address to send the contract, worth about $30 million over four years. Madden told Frank to tell ABC the deal was off, something Iger never forgot.


“I know, but this isn’t my money, and it’s not your money,” Frank told Iger.5 “It’s John Madden’s money.”


Madden wasn’t just in it for the money. He liked Murdoch’s style. Madden visited Murdoch’s ranch in Carmel, California, and when the Fox chief was grilling at the barbeque, a sausage fell on the ground. Madden was impressed that Murdoch picked it up, dusted it off, and threw it back on the grill.


After years of heavy drinking, Summerall was sober.6 But he worried that Fox would pick someone else to work with Madden. Fox, though, knew the pair were inseparable in viewers’ minds, and it signed Summerall, too.


“That was a no-brainer in a lot of ways,” Goren said. “Pat and John, you can’t go wrong.”


Madden and his longtime sidekick traded the most established network in sports for a newcomer. At a meeting to discuss the vision for the new division, Madden asked David Hill why it was called Fox Sports when it had only one league to cover. “Why not call it Fox Sport since we only have one sport?” he asked.


Goren hired Dick Stockton and Matt “Mini Madden” Millen from CBS to be the B-team. Goren then looked for young play-by-play announcers who could grow with the network. Fox signed Marv Albert’s son, Kenny; and Thom Brennaman, whose father, Marty, called Cincinnati Reds games. Kevin Harlan, whose father was president of the Packers, joined, too.


Goren found another announcer at the Super Bowl in Atlanta, where he accompanied Murdoch. One night, Goren and his wife bumped into Jack Buck, who had worked at CBS for many years, and his wife, Carol. Buck rarely pushed his son to television executives, but Carol wasn’t shy. After some pleasantries, she told Goren, “I have a son who’s a sportscaster” and then reached into her bag, took out a VHS tape, and gave it to him.


“He’s done a little bit of this, a little bit of that, you think you might watch it?” she asked.


Patty Goren jumped in. “If he expects any action tonight, Carol, he’s going to look at the tape first.”


Buck had called only baseball and basketball at that point, but Goren signed him anyway. He later joked that Buck joined the “lucky sperm club” with Albert, Brennaman, and Harlan.
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Hill and Goren had ideas for the pregame show, which would set the tone for the broadcast. Hill had seen Terry Bradshaw on CBS’s NFL Today show and thought he was perfect. Bradshaw agreed to move to Fox before Goren arrived. In Atlanta, Goren met Howie Long, who had just retired after a thirteen-year Hall of Fame career with the Raiders. He had the looks and personality for television and had been a defensive end who could complement Bradshaw, a former quarterback.


But at his audition, Long came across as wooden and overprepared. Goren went to the set and asked Long how many notes Bradshaw had. “None,” he replied. Goren said, “Right, come back tomorrow and audition again without notes.” Long nailed the second audition.


After the Cowboys won their second consecutive Super Bowl, Goren and Hill were watching ESPN as the announcers discussed the messy divorce between Jerry Jones and his coach, Jimmy Johnson. After the report ended, Goren turned to Hill and said, “I’ll see you in a couple days.” Hill replied: “Dallas?”


“He knew, he just read it,” Goren said, explaining how he and Hill thought alike.


Goren knew Johnson when he coached at the University of Miami. Most coaches pulled their punches on television because they didn’t want to offend potential employers. Johnson wasn’t afraid to throw darts. Goren called Johnson from the plane and told him that he wanted to talk about working for Fox.


“Ed, I just got my butt kicked—not today,” Johnson said.


Goren said he was on the plane and would be in Dallas soon. Johnson relented but told Goren to meet him at an airport hotel to avoid reporters.


A month or so later, Rich Dalrymple, the Cowboys spokesman, called Goren to say that Fox’s offer was too low. Goren said he’d take care of it. Then Dalrymple told Goren that Johnson hated to fly and didn’t want to commute from his home in the Florida Keys to Los Angeles every week during the season.


That spring, Johnson called Goren before he flew to New York. ESPN, it turned out, was also courting Johnson. Goren demanded to know ESPN’s offer so he could match it.


“This isn’t a negotiation,” Goren told Johnson. “Right now, Rupert’s got my balls in one hand, and he can find the other one to squeeze.”


Johnson added that ESPN would let him appear on their show from his home.


“I said, well, they lied,” Goren said. “What kind of fucking charisma will you and your lazy fucking white ass have in Islamorada?”


As a compromise, Goren told Johnson that he could pick two Sundays each season so “you can be on the show sitting on your lazy white ass by your pool.”


Goren wanted Johnson’s deal sewn up, so he called Lucie Salhany, the chairwoman at Fox.


“When will it end? First you want Madden and Summerall, then you want Bradshaw. Now you want Jimmy Johnson,” Salhany said before hanging up.


Goren persuaded the head of advertising sales at Fox to tell Salhany the extra money was worth it. She relented.
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Goren received a call from Madden after the 1994 schedule was released. The gold star game was a rematch of the previous year’s NFC Championship Game between the Cowboys and 49ers. Madden wanted to make sure Fox secured that game. Goren told Madden he was working on it.


A week later, Madden called back. “Did you get the game yet?” Goren said he was lobbying Pinchbeck, who created the season schedule. Madden called back a third time. “Al Michaels says that the game will be on ABC,” on a Monday night, Madden said.


Panic ensued. Fox didn’t pay $395 million a year to not carry the marquee matchup. Goren told Hill that Murdoch had to intervene. Murdoch called Tagliabue and said Fox paid dearly for the NFC package and deserved the biggest NFC games.


“They want me to tell you that we need these matches for this to work,” Murdoch told Tagliabue, who remembered how Murdoch called them “matches,” not “games.”


Tagliabue asked him which games he wanted. There was a pause. Then Murdoch said: “God damn it, I can’t find the card they gave me with the matches on them.”


Murdoch put Tagliabue on hold and called Hill and said, “What bloody games do you and Ed want?”


Murdoch returned and told Tagliabue the list of games, starting with Dallas–San Francisco. Tagliabue said he thought he could get it done. Murdoch thanked him and then added, “I apologize for not knowing anything about any of these matches.”
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One of Hill’s more serendipitous creations was Fox’s theme song. To that point, Monday Night Football had the most memorable intro song in sports, with blaring trumpets and pounding tympanies that was a prime-time clarion call.


Hill described a successful theme song this way: “If you hear it playing, it makes you want to come to the set, and if you’re sitting in front of it and you hear it, it gets your endorphins going when you hear it.”


Hill’s inspiration came in March 1994 when he was waiting to board the new Batman ride at Six Flags Magic Mountain with his son, Jules. The Gothic orchestral Batman theme song wormed its way into Hill’s head.7 Impressed with the tune, he called George Greenberg, who had left ABC Sports to become the creative director at Fox Sports. Hill told him about the music he heard and told him to come up with a song that conveyed “Batman’s got a football team.”


Hill told Greenberg to call Scott Schreer, a composer who wrote commercial jingles in New York. Greenberg told him that Hill wanted something along the lines of “Batman on steroids.”


Days later, Hill picked up Greenberg at his hotel in Los Angeles and Greenberg popped a CD in with Schreer’s three versions. They were big and brassy, with dozens of horn players. There was no ambiguity. It smacked listeners in the face. Hill loved it.


“We made sure we embedded that so when you heard it over and over again it was subliminally and overtly embedded in your brain,” Schreer said.8


Hill asked to combine the introduction and middle 32 in the first version with the thematic melody in the second version. The reason the song “works in such a minor key is that it has that combative warrior vibe to it,” Schreer said. “It’s both conscious and subliminal to the listener. It’s how we’re coded. It’s an association thing.”
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Like its in-your-face announcers and theme song, Fox Sports was not shy about trumpeting its own arrival. Hill told Tracy Dolgin in the marketing department to come up with a slogan for the show. An ad agency created about fifty examples. Hill chose the second-to-last one: “Same Game, New Attitude.” There would be less focus on the intricacies of the game, and more graphics and banter in the studio instead of the stuffiness at other networks. A lot was riding on Fox pulling off the broadcast without a hitch, and Hill knew it.


“I had five months to create a full-blown sports division from nothing,” Hill said. “I had no time to ponder committees. I had to trust my gut, make the call, and move on.”


Viewers quickly noticed the difference in Fox’s first preseason game in August 1994. Some fans didn’t like the Fox Box with the scores of other games. Goren found a voice message on his phone from a viewer who said Fox had ruined his viewing experience. Hill received five death threats from people who accused him of being a foreigner out to ruin America’s game, and that if Fox didn’t remove the box, he and his family would be killed. Hill met with the FBI and police, but the threats stopped. The window of Goren’s office was shot out, but the police said it might have been related to gang violence, not Fox’s new graphics. Still, it was unnerving.


Football fans got their real introduction to Fox Sports on the opening weekend of the season. The broadcast began with Bradshaw dressed as a cowboy standing next to a horse.9 “Now, it’s a new day for the fan, a new day for Fox, it’s a new day for this old country boy,” he said, his image tinted in sepia. Bradshaw then mounted the horse. “Well, new frontier. They ain’t gonna change the game. Sure ain’t gonna change me, not even in Hollywood.”


Then Bradshaw trotted off as the camera panned to the white Hollywood sign in the hills above the city. The camera followed Bradshaw riding down Sunset Boulevard, past Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, and onto the Fox lot, where he parked his horse next to Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Rolls-Royce.


After Bradshaw walked into the studio, Fox’s NFL graphics rolled and the theme song began. “This is it,” a narrator intoned. “Today, the curtain opens on a new era. Football at its best. Coverage at its finest. The NFL on Fox.”


Confidence and swagger—or hubris, to critics—would define Fox Sports.


“Schwarzenegger, this celebrity or that celebrity,” Goren said. “That’s all you needed to know as to what we were going to be about.”






[image: ]








More than three decades later, the impact of Murdoch’s entry into the NFL continued to ripple through the sports world. By wildly overpaying, Murdoch drove up the value of the NFL’s media contracts by 22 percent. He also changed the paradigm for sports media rights. For the networks, broadcasting the NFL had gone from being a cash cow to a break-even proposition to a loss leader. Other sports leagues took note.


“Everyone was looking at the NFL deals and saying, ‘We’re being underpaid for our rights fees,’” Goren said. “Everyone went into negotiations with that in mind. The valuations of those teams went up dramatically. How do we get to a quarterback making $35 million a year or a right fielder making $50 million a year? It was all coming from TV money. If there was no Rupert Murdoch, who knows what the numbers actually would have been.”


Despite the rising prices, the networks knew they needed marquee sports rights. They saw how CBS shows like 60 Minutes suffered without NFL games to promote them.


“It was a disaster,” Neal Pilson said. “A significant number of CBS affiliates switched to Fox. That hurt because we went from the number one or two station in a market to the number four station. That hurt ratings as much as the loss of the promotion power. We lost the male audience because we had nothing effective to promote to get men to watch.”


Pilson added: “I never liked Rupert’s politics, but he is a pretty smart dude.”


Some NFL executives regretted that CBS was pushed out. But the avalanche of media money arrived as the owners entered a new revenue sharing agreement. The windfall from Fox would raise player salaries and help pay for stadiums, training facilities, and team planes. It would make the owners far wealthier, too. In 1998, CBS bid $500 million a year for the rights to AFC games, twice what it had offered four years earlier for the more valuable NFC package.


“Once again, thank you, Rupert,” said Robert Kraft, who helped negotiate that deal. “He was really a pioneer. No one wanted to do battle with Rupert. He was really the catalyst.”


Within a few years, the NFL’s media money grew so large it ensured that every team broke even. The owners could not believe their luck, no one more than Jones. He had courted Murdoch, elbowed his way onto the broadcast committee, which he helped reshape, and was in Tagliabue’s office that December night when Murdoch’s deputy pushed all of Fox’s chips across the table.


The Fox deal “was a watershed moment for the NFL, period,” he said. “We went from one thing to something else when Fox came in.”
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