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V.J.B.
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PREFACE

I certainly didn’t discover Vernon Biever. By the time I was born he was already one of the most accomplished sports photographers working, associated with the Green Bay Packers for twenty years. By the time I was out of grade school, his work was hanging in the National Portrait Gallery in Washington. By the time I graduated from high school, his work was in the Hall of Fame in Canton. But in a personal way, I feel that I made a rediscovery.

To grow up in Wisconsin is to grow up with the Packers. It’s kind of a blessing for a child. The world happened in New York and Los Angeles and Washington, D.C., but we had the Green Bay Packers. Kewaunee, Oshkosh, Cudahy, Fond du Lac, it didn’t matter; we grew up feeling special.

We grew up with photos of the Packers. Yes, we watched the games on TV and (if we were lucky) got to an intersquad game now and then, but we always had access to the pictures and we studied them—in the newspaper, in Packer yearbooks, in study hall, after school. We didn’t think about the photographer then. It was the players we cared about. Just the same, the words were always there, “Photo by Vernon J. Biever.” We came to know the name in the unconcerned way we regarded adults. The governor was Warren Knowles, the Packers’ trainer Dominic Gentile, this Biever guy fell somewhere in between.

We grew up and moved away, and I moved east and took a job in book publishing. With each year that passed, the Packers became, more and more, just another fond memory of Wisconsin, a recollection like frozen custard and perch fries, fading like a language you don’t use any more, so gradual you don’t notice you’re forgetting. Luck had it, though, that the house I was working for was publishing a book by Jerry Kramer and Dick Schaap. They needed Packer photographs for illustrations. The words came back without trying to remember. “Photo by Vernon J. Biever.”

He sent in a large portfolio folder filled with about twenty-five photos. It was a treasury of historical sports photography, but more than that, they were twenty-five memories. Bart Starr squinting into the low winter sun as he generaled a game-winning drive. Jerry Kramer and Fuzzy Thurston, animate rock slabs leading the Packer sweep. Travis Williams midair, Jim Taylor surging, Ray Nitschke bloodied and raging. Willie Wood’s swaggering, Boyd Dowler diving, Lombardi prowling the sidelines.

The day was lost. I closed my door and ignored the phone.

The following morning, resuming employment, I looked at them again, but with a professional eye. The images were only more impressive still. Beyond any personal associations to them, there was no denying the quality of the work. When I was a kid I thought the pictures were great because I was a Packers fan. Now, from the presumably impartial distance of years and a bit more informed by schooling and experience, it was perfectly clear that these were incredible photographs. Maybe I was just a photography fan all along.

Our impressions of art work and historical images differ with each set of eyes, but this is what I saw (and see) in Vernon Biever’s work:

Of the millions of fractional movements that make up a sequence of motion—whether a broken-field run, a long pass, or a pile-driving tackle—only a precious few suggest the whole, and it is Biever’s rare ability to isolate those vital representative moments. At the same time his compositions are graceful, he finds fluidity in his forms, grouped in dramatically sculptural fashion. In this respect, that these are photographs of football players is almost secondary; like any other accomplished visual work, his photography transcends its subject matter. Compare it to Lewis Wickes Hine’s Steamfitter. Biever also takes advantage of the extreme weather conditions of the late fall/early winter Upper Midwest, exploiting them to heighten the epic qualities implicit in football games. Here look at Arthur Rothstein’s Dust Storm, Laura Gilpin’s Washington Square, and Alfred Steiglitz’s The Hand of Man.

Biever’s candid portraiture is also remarkable. Intimate, never intrusive, his images can be compared to those of Edward Curtis, Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, quietly exposing elements of character. In Vernon Biever’s subjects we see athletes less motivated to play football than compelled.

The match of Vernon Biever and the Green Bay Packers represents a rare pairing of artist and subject ideally suited for each other. Biever combines a talent honed by experience with a respect for his subject to not merely chronicle a team, but to fix the images with an aspect of legend. If the Lombardi years first brought him to national prominence, it is a testimony to his abilities that as much of his greatest work depicts players, teams, and games after Lombardi. And now he has a new generation of Green Bay Packer greats, the 1997 Super Bowl champions. Thirty years from now we’ll look at Vernon Biever’s photos of today’s Green Bay Packers and our memories and imaginations will work the same way, bespeaking his unique talent for perfectly distilling teams, seasons, players, and games into a select collection of images.

It is difficult to isolate any one quality of Vernon Biever’s photography as the key to his artistic mastery, and maybe that’s the explanation. He orchestrates all of the elements into a single accomplishment. It is often said that baseball is a visually poetic sport. If this is so, then football is visually symphonic, an effort by many to act in accord, drawing a harmony of purpose from the constant of chaos. Vernon Biever is among the most masterful visual interpreters of the score.

The Glory of Titletown began ten years ago with my reacquaintance with Vernon Biever. Because of the photo album nature of it, it includes the recollections, reminiscences, opinions, and stories of players, coaches, administrators, a sports columnist, a broadcaster, and a football filmmaker, who have known Vernon Biever and his work. This book is an appreciation, a tribute, and a celebration of the medium and the sport, a photographer and his subjects.

PETER STRUPP 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 
February 1997






FOREWORD

It would have to be one of the more difficult sports trivia questions.

Name the Pro Football Hall of Famer whose career began in 1941, whose team has won six NFL championships during his career and has included fifteen other Hall of Famers, who has participated in every Super Bowl game, and who is still active today.

You probably won’t hear his name on any of the cable sports channels’ talk shows, or on any sports radio stations. No matter how many football games you’ve seen or for how long you’ve been a football fan, it’s still a tough question. Even some current players on his own team might not be able to come up with the answer.

That answer, of course, is Vernon Biever.

Vernon Biever is a professional sports photographer, covering the Green Bay Packers. Actually, it’s more accurate to say that Vernon Biever is the Green Bay Packers’ photographer. He has been since 1941. When Vernon began, Curley Lambeau was the Packers’ head coach. Don Hutson, Clarke Hinkle, and Cecil Isbell were playing, and Tony Canadeo was in his rookie season. Whizzer White was playing for the Lions and Sammy Baugh for the Redskins. Sid Luckman was quarterbacking the Bears. Do you recall the blue and gold “throwback” uniforms the Packers wore a couple years ago as a part of the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Season? They were replicas of the uniforms the Packers were actually wearing the year Vernon Biever started photographing games.

The 1941 Packers went 10-1 and came within a divisional playoff (the first in NFL history) of another trip to the championship game. Vernon Biever was nineteen years old, and that was the beginning of a career that has spanned the modern history of professional football. He was with the Packers in 1950, when they put on green and gold for the first time, and in 1957 when we first set foot into the new stadium, which would later be renamed Lambeau Field. Vernon covered the arrival of Vince Lombardi in 1959, Paul Hornung’s 176 points in 1960, the 1961 championship over the Giants in Green Bay, and the title rematch a year later at Yankee Stadium. Some of the most famous photographs in sports history are Vernon’s shots of the 1965 sudden death playoff against the Colts, the championship in the mud over the Browns that followed it, and then the two NFL titles after that, in Dallas in 1966, and again over the Cowboys in Green Bay in 1967, the famous “ice bowl” game. Of course, there were the first two Super Bowl games as well.

It doesn’t end there. There were exciting playoff seasons in 1972 and 1982 and the record-setting season of come-from-behind wins and one-point victories in 1989. Now with this Super Bowl XXXI champion Packer team—his most famous subjects in thirty years—it’s almost like it’s all just beginning for Vernon. Where he was once photographing Lombardi and numerous future Hall of Famers, Vernon’s now covering Mike Holmgren, Reggie White, Brett Favre, and several other very talented performers. These current Packers took the team back to the Super Bowl, and Vernon was there with them. He’s been there all along. Vernon is one of only a handful of photographers to have covered all thirty-one Super Bowl games.

Television is largely credited with the popularization of professional football in the 1950s and 1960s and with its growth into the giant sports and entertainment role it now plays in our society. I think photography, though, also deserves some of the credit. Long before the first televised football game, photography was reporting and recording the game in a very special way for football fans. When we think of Red Grange or Bronko Nagurski or Ernie Nevers, we think of them in photographs from that early era. Photography was the only visual medium of football then, but the fact is that even throughout the rest of the game’s history, when we recall players, teams, and games, what we’re often remembering are photographs of them. That process continues today with every morning’s sports section.

Football teams and football players throughout the history of the NFL have entrusted their images to the photographers who cover the sport. That trust demands a keen knowledge of the game and a deep respect for it, high standards of professionalism and disciplined dedication to the craft. I’m glad to have played for the team that had Vernon Biever as photographer, because he possessed all of these traits and, even more, a lasting level of excellence in his artistry.

If you’re still wondering about the Hall of Fame part of the sports trivia question, perhaps I should explain. Vernon is a Pro Football Hall of Fame photographer of the year. His work hangs in the Hall, permanently honored by the sport whose growth he has contributed to over a career of fifty years and counting.

On a personal note, Vernon Biever is one of our family’s favorite people. Developing a friendship with him during my years in Green Bay was a huge bonus I will always treasure. He was, and remains, a truly special gentleman. Far more important than his photographic accomplishments are his inner strengths and characteristics. Vernon is the consummate professional. Words such as committed, proud, talented, classy, courteous, and full of integrity and humility only begin to describe this exceptional photographer.

I’m sure you’ll enjoy this collection of Vernon Biever’s work for many years to come.

 


 


BART STARR
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Vernon Biever. Green Bay, late 1940s.




Vernon’s the greatest. Really is. He’s captured the whole deal, I think.

 


MAX McGEE

 


 


Vernon has taken all these pictures of all these guys in their glory and their humility and their humanity. He caught Lombardi waving a finger or Starr staring down a lineman. He’s been there. Yet Vernon has led a normal life. He’s been a father and a husband and has run businesses all along. He wasn’t a drugstore cowboy running around the world. On a Sunday night he would be going home and on Monday morning opening up the store. He’s a pretty normal guy.

 


GEORGE VECSEY

The New York Times

 


 


Vernon was great at it, and he’s still going. I see him out around the sidelines, and a lot of times I think, Vernon, now don’t get run over and hurt yourself.

 


MAX McGEE

 


 


That man is a pro, that guy. Vernon knows what he is doing. I remember him on the sidelines, three or four cameras around his neck, hanging in there with plays coming toward him, shooting. But he never got hit, which is more than I can say for Dan Devine. You get your butt out of the way, that’s what you do. You got six, seven hundred pounds coming at you, two or three bodies running, you can’t stop that. They’ll roll you up like a blanket. I can’t remember Vernon ever getting caught like that, though. Too quick on his feet. Too wily.

 


JOHN BROCKINGTON

 


 


Hey, taking photos is a very physical act.

 


GEORGE VECSEY

The New York Times
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Don Hutson. Green Bay, 1941.




Don Hutson was a man apart. He was way beyond. In 1942 he catches seventy-four balls, the second guy in the league has twenty-seven. That gives you some idea how good he was. He had everything, size, speed. He was about 6’1”, 170 pounds, he’d be a decent sized receiver today. Ran a 9.5 one-hundred. Had big hands, had a great leaping ability, and he was smart. He invented pass patterns. He was remarkable. He played 117 games and scored 105 touchdowns, that’s phenomenal. And playing both ways.

He started out also playing defensive end his first four years. Then they drafted a guy named Larry Craig from South Carolina in 1939, and he became what they called “Hutson’s Muscle.” He went to left end on defense, and Hutson dropped back into the secondary, and Craig played blocking back in the Notre Dame Box on offense. Hutson was a fine defensive back. In fact, I think he only played defensive back from 1939 to 1945, and when he retired from professional football he was number two in the history of the NFL with thirty-nine interceptions. On the defensive side of the ball. Just think of it.

Talk about a guy who dominated the game, he was really something. He also kicked short-range and medium field goals and extra points. I believe that he was the greatest player to have played the game.

 


LEE REMMEL

Green Bay Packers Executive Director of Public Relations

 


 


The Packers back then weren’t known as a ground team. The Packers were primarily a great passing team with Hutson and Carl Mulleneaux and other people there. I think they threw the ball more than most of them. Herber was just before my day, but he and Isbell were both great passers. I used to throw it a little bit, but they were the real good passers. I threw single wing in 1943 and ‘44, but most of the passing was done by Herber, before me, and Cecil when I was there. I played with Don in ’41, ’42, ’43, and, well, coming home in ’44 for those furlough games.

 


TONY CANADEO

 


 


Don Hutson is a little bigger than most anybody. There’s Don Hutson, and then there’s everybody else. I don’t care how many of us there are, and I didn’t catch as many balls as he did as a Packer, but two or three other guys did, but that doesn’t make any difference. There’s still Don Hutson and everybody else. And everybody else includes Sterling Sharpe, James Lofton, myself, and everybody. I’ve seen some film of Hutson, and there wasn’t anything wrong with Don Hutson that would have eliminated him from today’s picture as a player. First of all, he was a bigger guy than most people would really realize coming out of those years. He was well over six feet, and a pretty lanky guy, and he could run like the wind. He wouldn’t have to apologize to anyone for his speed and quickness.

 


BOYD DOWLER
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Ted Fritsch. Green Bay, 1942.




In 1941 I went up to St. Norbert College in DePere, near Green Bay. Before going, I stopped in at the Milwaukee Sentinel to talk to the sports editor, Stoney McGlynn. The way they had been getting pictures of Packer games was by sending a staff photographer up to Green Bay and back by car. They would miss the first deadlines.

I said, “You know I’ll be in that area and I can take pictures,”—out of my high school camera club, you know—“so why send a photographer up there? Save some money. And time. I’ll put the film on the train after the game, the Northwestern, and I’ll call you and tell you who’s got the film, what conductor and what car, and you pick it up.”

He said, “There’s a game next Sunday, the Packers are playing the Bears. Do what you can do.”

After I sent the film in, that first night I couldn’t sleep. What did I get? First thing in the morning, I rushed down to the local drug store and picked up a Sentinel, and they had a pretty good spread of pictures. They ran maybe three.

So I continued. When they played in Milwaukee, I wouldn’t take them. I’d listen to the game on the radio. There wasn’t any television in those years. And of course, away games I didn’t take either. After about two years, I went in the service. I was an army photographer over in Germany and France with the 100th Infantry Division.

When I came back, the Sentinel, the Journal, the AP, and UPI all had gotten together, and now they chartered a plane up to Green Bay on game days. I was out of business. I went to the Packers and spoke with the team’s PR guy then, Jug Earpe, who had been a player, and said, “How about doing this work for you? You want a record of your games; give me a field pass and I’ll give you some pictures.”

Teams didn’t have photographers at that time. I think I was the first one. That’s how the whole thing started.

 


VERNON BIEVER

Ted Fritsch was home grown. From Sparta, Wisconsin, if I remember correctly. He went to what was then called Central State Teacher’s College, now UW Stevens Point. He was a very talented athlete, you know. He played major league basketball, in the National Basketball League, as a guard with the Oshkosh All-Stars, of Oshkosh, Wisconsin. He played for them, and he played triple-A baseball with the Toledo Mudhens. And I think he might have played on the Pacific Coast League. And of course he was an all-league fullback with the Packers. Led the league in scoring in 1946. The team had 148 points that season; he had 100 of them. Not bad. He was big strong guy, but he was a bane of Curley Lambeau’s existence because he was always overweight. Curley was always penalizing him for being overweight. He was a big, happy-go-lucky guy. Didn’t have a mean bone in his body.

 


LEE REMMEL

Green Bay Packers Executive Director of Public Relations

 


 


Ted was a great football player. He was a comical guy too, kept us all loose. But he was a good football player.

 


TONY CANADEO
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Tony Canadeo. Green Bay, 1949.




I didn’t play in the 1944 championship game at the Polo Grounds because I was already back in England. See, I came home on furlough when my first son was born in ‘44. I played three games with the Packers because we told the army that my wife had a relapse. I ended up playing three ballgames with ’em. That was in October, I believe. I played against the Cleveland Rams and the Detroit Lions in Detroit, and I played at Wrigley Field against the Chicago Bears. And I took the train back to El Paso, Texas, and shipped back from there.

 


TONY CANADEO

 


 


I came from Notre Dame, with Knute Rockne and the great tradition that was there too, so I bought right into the pride of the Packers. To me it wasn’t like playing pro football, it wasn’t a business. It was more of an extension of Notre Dame, playing in a small town atmosphere, and I loved it. It was a lot to live up to. It was a trying time, but it was an exciting time too. And it stretches you; you grow.

 


MIKE McCOY

 


 


We played an intersquad game on Thanksgiving in 1949. Those were lean money years. They raised a little dough that day to pay salaries for the rest of the year. It was the only intersquad game, I think, that no one hit the ground.

 


TONY CANADEO
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Larry Coutre. Green Bay, 1950.




To me, that was always my Super Bowl, playing the Bears. The players disliked each other, being just down the road, it’s just one of the all-time great rivalries in sports. I mean, players truly, truly disliked each other. Outside of the game, you might do business with each other, you might be friends, you might get Christmas cards, but come the Sunday of the Packers and Bears, there’s animosity. I mean, I like Mark Bortz and Jay Hilgenberg and Tom Thayer, I played against them for nine years. Eighteen games against those guys. We shake hands, we’re buddy-buddies and all that, but when we line up to play, look out because somebody’s going to get the tar knocked out of them. And we’ll laugh after we do it. We laugh at each other, but when the ball’s snapped, look out. There were some great, great individual battles in there. The games were fun. Some of my fondest memories come from the Bears games.
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