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Introduction

The story of the Green Bay Packers, and it has been chronicled more times than many people can count, is as much fiction as fact.

Indeed, who can believe a dry of 90,000 souls tucked up in the wintry climes of Northeastern Wisconsin could be the home of an NFL franchise? Who could believe that same franchise could survive and, ultimately, thrive over a history that spans nearly ninety years? And who could believe that same franchise could win 12 world titles, including three Super Bowls, while franchises in much larger and in supposedly more progressive cities have yer to win one?

And who could believe that same franchise could produce players like this: Don Hutson, Tony Canadeo, Johnny “Blood” McNally Dave Robinson, Paul Hornung, Ray Nitschke, Bart Starr, Jerry Kramer, James Lofton, Sterling Sharpe, Brett Favre, and so many others while being coached by the likes of Curly Lambeau, Vince Lombardi, and Mike Holmgren?

It is not a story to be believed, but it happened and it continues to happen.

The Packers are as much a part of the NFL, and of Americana, as anything you could name. The classic white block “G” on the side of the yellow helmets is as recognizable a symbol as the golden arches or the New York Yankees pinstripes.

Today, the Packers remain one of the most popular sports franchises in the nation. There are fan clubs spread not only throughout the country, but around the world. A fan club in Poland, in face, boasts more than 500 members. There are self-titled “Packers” bars located in California, Florida, Colorado, and Texas. A little bar in the beach community of Dewey Beach, Delaware is called “The Frozen Tundra.”

So the Packers reach everywhere, and the effect is huge. And when the Packers win, more than just fans in Wisconsin celebrate the occasion.

Many is the day, in fact, even in the bleakest days of winter, when the season is over and a savage wind blows through the Lambeau Field parking lot, that people will still drive up, pose in front of the stadium, snap a photo and drive away.

“I love it when they do that,” team president Bob Harlan said. “That tells me a lot.”

Harlan often watches from his office high atop the refurbished stadium as limousines pull up and a wedding party—complete with a bride all in white and groom in a tux—scramble out, have a picture taken and clambered back in.

On a recent snowy day, three people decked out in Oakland Raiders regalia stopped and had a picture taken.

“It’s Lambeau Field,” one person said. “We had to do it.”

This is what the Green Bay Packers, and everything surrounding them, means to a lot of people, even if no one can really explain it.

“It’s the David vs. Goliath mentality,” longtime Packers public relations director Lee Remmel said.

Its ironic that nearly ten years ago, a young whipper-snapper of a quarterback named Brett Favre made a prophetic statement as the Packers were beginning their rise back to prominence. It was back in the days when the Dallas Cowboys were the kings of the NFL and playing to the hilt their role as “America’s Team.”

“When the Cowboys won the Super Bowl, Dallas went crazy,” he said at the time. “When the Packers win the Super Bowl again, all America will go crazy.”

He was right, because four years later, the Packers did indeed win another Super Bowl, and the celebration stretched from one end of the country to the other.

That’s because the Packers represent everything that was simple and good about the NFL. It’s a blue-collar team cheered on by fans who work in foundries and factories and paper mills. And a game at Lambeau Field, even though its $295 million facelift has changed much of how the place looks, is still an experience like no other. To cheer for the Packers is to cheer for the perpetual underdog.

And the stories … oh, the stories. They have come down the line from everyone and everywhere. You can’t find anyone in Wisconsin who doesn’t know Packers stories, real or imagined. That’s because for years the Packers not only played in Green Bay, many lived here and opened businesses within a thirty-mile radius of Green Bay called the Fox Valley.

Many were the nights when fans would report interesting goings-on at an Appleton restaurant/bar called The Left Guard, an establishment run by former Packer Fuzzy Thurston.

The Packers were a part of the community. Vince Lombardi could be seen walking to the dry cleaners and Mike Holmgren would be stopped in a grocery store and told to beat the Bears. It is the state’s team, and the fans protect that with a jealous pride.

So there are always stories, plenty of stories. From the days of Curly Lambeau and the infancy of the NFL all the way until today under new coach Mike McCarthy as the Packers have regained their spot among the NFL’s elite.
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Brett Favre has taken his place among the best and most popular players the Green Bay Packers organization has ever known. And he almost didn’t make it there after failing his first physical with the team. Photo ©Vernon J. Biever

All the stories are good; some are probably even true. But perhaps the best story of all is about the Green Bay Packers franchise itself. In todays world, it should not exist. It is too small, too provincial, too Midwest, too everything and too not enough. But here it sits and here it stays, a study in contradictions.

And a great story, too.


Tales

It’s Called Green Bay

It was one of Reggie White’s favorite stories, and it can serve as a testament to nearly every football player who ended up coming to Green Bay and making it their home away from home.

“When I played in Philadelphia, the one thing the coaches told us was, ‘If you screw up, we’re going to trade you to Green Bay,’” White said. “That was the worst thing we could think of.”

And, at the time, Green Bay was indeed an NFL version of a Soviet gulag, where players would go when they had nowhere else to go. Bad weather, bad teams, bad image, bad everything, and whoever did end up there knew that, in many respects, Green Bay was their last chance.

“I lived here year-round, so I was making other teams pay,” joked longtime linebacker Brian Noble, a Southern California native who did indeed make Wisconsin home. “I was stuck in Green Bay, and I was going to make somebody pay for it on the field.”
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Everything changed for the Packers when Reggie White shocked the NFL by signing as a free agent with the Packers in 1993. Photo ©Vernon J. Biever

Ron Wolf knew all about it, too.

“You can’t imagine the number of people who told me I was making a career mistake going to Green Bay,” Wolf said. “It was a horror show. It was a deathbed for anyone who wanted to go there.”

But team president Bob Harlan had a vision for the franchise in the early 1990s, and Wolf was his man to put that vision in focus. “I talked to [then New York Giants general manager] George Young and he told me at the time that I’d never get Ron Wolf out of New York,” Harlan said. “But I knew it was worth a try.”

Indeed, the two men had talked to each other a couple of years earlier when Wolf was a candidate for player personnel director, a job that ultimately went to Tom Braatz after Wolf withdrew his name.

Even then Harlan was impressed. But Wolf wasn’t ready for the Packers and, frankly, the Packers weren’t ready for Wolf.

“I never had any impression of the Packers before I came there,” Wolf said.

“I was an old AFL and then an AFC guy. That’s the league I knew. Aside from the aura of Vince Lombardi, I didn’t know anything about it.”

But when Harlan offered Wolf the kind of unilateral power no Packers general manager had known since Lombardi, he jumped at the opportunity.

“I was so tired of losing,” Harlan said.

For a job so all-encompassing, the negotiations were quick. Harlan told Wolf what his powers would be, and Wolf always swore he’d keep Harlan informed of his decisions.

“And we never had a cross word,” Harlan said.

That was November, 1991. In the ensuing weeks, Wolf fired head coach Lindy Infante, hired Mike Holmgren, traded for Brett Favre, revamped the scouting system, spent millions on new training facilities and then watched as everything he wished for fell into place.

In fact, on a brutal, brittle January afternoon in 1997, Wolfs eyes flamed as he watched his team collect the NFC championship trophy at Lambeau Field.

“That moment right there encompasses all of my forty years in football,” Wolf said.

“There’s never been a moment like that for me.”

What’s in a Color?

Perhaps nothing is more identifiable with the Green Bay Packers than the distinctive green and gold colors that became a staple in the 1950s. The block “G,” the green jerseys, the gold helmets, they all signified something very special, very unusual, very Green Bay.

But when Ron Wolf took over as general manager in 1991, he was ready to change everything regarding the franchise—and that meant from the front office to the practice facilities to how people went about their daily duties. It also meant tinkering with, or at least thinking about tinkering with, the most established part of the Packers aura—the team colors.

“I went before the executive committee and asked them, ‘Why not change the colors?’” Wolf said, clearly not understanding that if he changed the Packers colors, he might as well come out against Santa Claus while he was at it.

“It wasn’t even really a gold color,” Wolf said. “It was a kind of yellow. I just didn’t like it.”

Wolf commissioned some design changes—some that were subtle and some that weren’t. He looked at replacing the mustardy yellow color with more of a gold (similar to what the St. Louis Rams use today) that would be more in keeping with the Packers’ history of green and gold.

But as with most things involving the Packers, word leaked out to the public that the new guy in town was going to change the team colors into God knows what. Team president Bob Harlan was deluged with phone calls from irate fans who couldn’t understand why the Packers would even think of altering the colors.

And in the end, Wolf agreed, though not because of any major fan backlash.

“We had some drawings made and it just looked awful,” Wolf said. “You could look at all the drawings and pictures you want, but until you see it, you don’t know. And when I saw it I hated it. So we decided to just stay where we are.”

It may have been one of the best decisions, or non-decisions, he ever made.

The Quarterback

Packers fans are weaned on the story of just how Brett Favre made it to Green Bay and the confluence of luck and instinct that made it work.

For Ron Wolf, trading for Brett Favre was the centerpiece of the rebuilding project of the Green Bay Packers and, unknown to this day, he almost never made it here.

[image: image]

Given the kind of power unknown to a Packers general manager since the days of Vince Lombardi, Ron Wolf turned the Packers from an NFL doormat into a perennial powerhouse. Photo ©Vernon J. Biever

Wolf had been interested in Favre from his junior year at Southern Mississippi when he was a reckless and fearless gunslinger. But Favre had been injured his senior year at Southern Miss and his stock had fallen in the eyes of many NFL scouts—except Wolf.

As player personnel director with the Jets, Wolf desperately wanted to draft Favre, but Favre slipped away and was drafted by the Atlanta Falcons instead, where he wallowed on the bench and in the doghouse of then coach Jerry Glanville.

Almost immediately after being hired by the Packers, Wolf went to Atlanta, where the Packers had a game that Sunday, to watch Favre throw in pregame warmups. But Wolf soon learned that Favre wouldn’t be throwing much before the game. He hustled down from the press box, was caught up in traffic and interviews and never saw his prized possession throw. Still, Wolf knew all he needed to know, and the deal—a straight-up No. 1 pick to the Falcons for Favre—was consummated.

So confident was Wolf that he never drew up language in the contract about Favre’s abilty to pass a Packers team physical to complete the deal.

And Favre didn’t pass his physical. Various ailments from a sore knee to a bum shoulder put the deal in jeopardy until Wolf took matters in his own hands.

“I sent him back over for another physical, and I said [to the doctors], ‘He’s going to pass,’” Wolf said. “And he did. I mean, I pinned my career on that guy.”

Mike Sherman, Revealed

He is a stoic, unknowable man who seems to hide his emotions so deep inside that no one can find them. But Mike Sherman, former Packers coach and general manager, had his moments.

There was the time, on a drive through Door County, Wisconsin, where his family owns a summer home, when he saw a lonely bar sitting out in an empty field. Curious as to why the bar was there by itself, he stopped one lazy summer afternoon to visit with the patrons, drink some beer, and find out about the place.

“An older woman is the bartender and she recognizes him, and he sits there talking to her and the people in that bar,” president Bob Harlan said, “And I thought, ‘How many Packers head coaches would do that?’ There’s a warmth there, there’s a down-to-earth quality. He’s what you draw up if you wanted a head coach of the Green Bay Packers. He loves the tradition.”

Indeed, during the reconstruction of Lambeau Field, Sherman learned that the door frame from the sainted Vince Lombardi’s office was embedded in a wall in the old administration building. He had maintenance people dig through the wall, find the door frame, and make it part of the door frame of his new office.

“I want some of Coach Lombardi to rub off on me,” he said simply.

He also took three slabs of concrete from the old tunnel leading out to Lambeau Field and had it moved into the new tunnel surrounded by bricks. “He has a wonderful feel for the tradition,” Harlan said.

And, for a few years at least, he lived his dream as Packers head coach and, eventually, general manager.

He led the Packers to three straight NFC North titles but postseason success eluded the Packers every year. In 2005, the Packers were shattered by injuries and inconsistency and the team plummeted to 4-12, their first losing season since 1991. In January, 2006, Sherman was fired.

A quick, innovative offensive mind, he latched on quickly as offensive coordinator with the Houston Texans before taking over as head coach at Texas A&M University in 2007. And, much like in Green Bay, he was good but not good enough, and he was fired after the 2011 season.

Soon after that, he hooked up with his old coaching pal, Joe Philbin, who was head coach with the Miami Dolphins, and was named offensive coordinator. Two seasons later, he was again fired.

But old coaches never die, they just go somewhere, and in an intriguing move, Sherman, who was living back in his native Massachusetts with his wife, took over in 2015 as head coach of the Nauset High School teams on Cape Cod.

No salary caps, no recruiting headaches, no demanding fans or annoying media. Maybe, for the first time in a long time, Mike Sherman has found the peace to coach the way he’s always wanted to coach.

The Man in Charge

Bob Harlan still answers his own phone. No matter if it’s the NFL commissioner or just a fan from down the street, he takes all the calls—and the heat. He joined the organization on June 1, 1971, a thirty-four-year-old kid who did everything from negotiating contracts to running die marketing department. Since then, Harlan has overseen some of the most volcanic changes in club history. “Before I was hired [as team president in 1989], the only real question the executive board had for me was could I make the tough decisions,” Harlan said with a laugh. “I think I’ve shown I can do that.”

It began with the hiring of Ron Wolf as general manager in 1991 and supplying him with the kind of power not given to a Packers GM since Vince Lombardi. It followed with his decision in 1995 to move out of Milwaukee and decrepit County Stadium, where they had played three home games and a preseason game every year for more than fifty years.
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Mike Sherman, an obscure tight ends coach for a year under Mike Holmgren, returned to Green Bay in 2000 to take over as head coach and, amazingly, a year later also general manager. Photo ©Vernon J. Biever

It was a decision that enraged Milwaukee season ticket holders, many of whom had been on board since the beginning when the Packers needed Milwaukee to bail the franchise out of a financial debacle. And now, in their view, Harlan was turning his back on the biggest city in the state.

But Harlan also knew that by leaving Milwaukee, the Packers would gain $2 million per game, crucial for a franchise like Green Bay. He also appeased the Milwaukee fan base by offering a new season ticket package that would give County Stadium season ticket holders three games a year.

But his biggest project was marshalling through a $295 million renovation project on Lambeau Field that Harlan was convinced was needed to keep the team competitive.

It was a bruising battle that saw Harlan go to every corner of the state drumming up support and convincing fans of its necessity. The problem was a 1/2 of 1 percent sales tax on Brown County residents to help pay for the project.

Harlan took his share of blows in the battle, but in the end, a Brown County referendum passed, and the project was completed in 2003.

“I’d do it all again, too,” Harlan said.

Mount Holmgren

For all of his silky ease and game show host personality, a fearsome temper burned just below the surface of coach Mike Holmgren.

Players would routinely talk of his thunderous tirades at halftime of games the Packers were sleepwalking through. In practice, he would drop enough F-bombs to make marine drill sergeants blush. And he would hold grudges. Oh my, would he hold grudges. He would routinely bench a player for fumbling, the one miscue he could not abide and, indeed, even traded one promising running back, Ahman Green, when he was in Seattle because of his penchant for putting the ball on the ground. Green ended up in Green Bay and is now a Pro Bowler.

But that’s Holmgren.

There are dozens of memorable examples of his temper getting the better of him, but here are just a few.

In 1998, as the Packers were struggling at home against the woeful Eagles and rumors were already flying about Holmgrens desire to leave Green Bay, a fan squawked at Holmgren as he headed to the locker room for halftime.

“Keep your head in the game,” the fan screamed, “You’re still coaching here, you know.”

Holmgren sought out the fan, pointed his finger at him and began one of his famous blue-streaked tirades before security moved him into the tunnel.

It was an unfortunate and embarrassing incident that Holmgren apologized for, but was another sign that his days in Green Bay were numbered.

Two incidents arose in the Metrodome in Minneapolis, where the Packers have never played well.

In 1997, the Packers were actually on their way to a huge win over the Minnesota Vikings when, late in the game, backup wide receiver Bill Schroeder was called for an unnecessary roughness penalty on a kickoff that gave the Vikings great field position.
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He was the hottest NFL coaching prospect in 1992, and when Mike Holmgren rejected offers from two other teams to join the Packers, it marked a new era for the franchise. Photo ©Vernon J. Biever

Holmgren was so angry with Schroeder that he grabbed him by the shoulder pads and screamed at him in a scene played out for a TV crowd on Monday night.

Holmgren took his share of abuse from fans for his treatment of Schroeder, who, frankly, deserved the rebuke for the stupid penalty. And this time, Holmgren didn’t apologize.

Two years earlier, in one of the more infamous moments in Packers history, the Packers were again on their way to a victory. Brett Favre had already been knocked out of the game with an ankle injury and backup Ty Detmer went down with a thumb injury. That left the No. 3 quarterback, T.J. Rubley, to run the show. And he did a creditable enough job, driving the Packers into Vikings territory late in the game to set up what should have been a game-winning field goal.

Then it got interesting. Rubley decided to audible out of a play Holmgren called (never a good idea in the best of circumstances), changing a running play to a pass. The throw was intercepted, the Vikings held on and the Packers absorbed a tough defeat.

So angry was Holmgren afterward that on the walk up the tunnel to the locker room, he smashed his fist against a light fixture, shattering the light and, rumor has it, causing a hairline fracture in his hand. No one ever saw a cast on Holmgren’s hand, but the story has become part of Packers legend.

Rubley, by the way, was released two weeks later.

Rhodes to Nowhere

It wasn’t often that Ron Wolf admitted he was wrong, but with his hiring of Ray Rhodes to replace. Mike Holmgren as head coach, he admitted it was a blunder.
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Ray Rhodes replaced Mike Holmgren in 1999, and it became evident early that it wasn’t going to work out. He was fired after one season. Photo ©Vernon J. Biever

“It just didn’t work out,” Wolf said. “I thought I knew who I was hiring and I was wrong. I did not do justice to the Green Bay Packers.”

Wolf was convinced that the Packers needed a strong presence to replace Holmgren, and he was certain Rhodes, who was coming off a tough season in Philadelphia, was the guy. Tough, no-nonsense and blunt, Rhodes would be the perfect match for a Packers team Wolf was still convinced was championship material.

But it didn’t take long for Wolf to realize he was wrong. Blunders on the field, including an inexcusable decision not to call timeouts late in a loss to Carolina, were part of the problem. Another was what he observed in practice.

“The team was dead,” Wolf said. “For whatever reason, the players just didn’t respond to Ray. The team had no life and it had to change.”

Wolf wrestled with the decision about what to do, to the point that he was in constant contact with Harlan, who was back in Iowa tending to his ill mother. Harlan even brought a cell phone with him so that Wolf could contact him. One night the phone rang and Wolf was on the other end.

“Just wanted to make sure the number works,” Wolf said.

But immediately after the season finale, a win over Arizona, Wolf called Harlan and told him of his decision.

“I told Ron to do whatever he saw fit,” Harlan said.

That night, Wolf informed Rhodes he was being fired, even though the Packers finished 8-8 and barely missed the playoffs.

“I’d have made the same decision even if we’d made the playoffs,” Wolf said. “It couldn’t continue like this. It was horrible. Those things are not pleasant, but somebody had to do it.”

Wolf had interviewed no one else before hiring Rhodes, and he wasn’t going to make that same mistake with this decision.

He interviewed half a dozen high-profile coaches and coordinators before settling on the person no one expected, Mike Sherman.

Mike Who?

The decision to hire the unknown Sherman caught everyone by surprise, even Ron Wolf, who was blown away by the mild-mannered New Englander and his staggering sense of organization.

“He had his practice schedule mapped out for the entire year,” Wolf said. “It was incredible.”

Bob Harlan, who gave Wolf carte blanche to hire whomever he saw fit, remembers the story.

“I never said more than hello to Mike when he was here before [as tight ends coach under Holmgren],” Harlan said.

“It was a Saturday morning, and I was downstairs when Ron and Mike walked by [during the interview]. We shook hands and I said hello and welcome and I didn’t see them the rest of the day.

“About 4 o’clock that afternoon my phone rings at home and its Ron. And Ron never calls me at home. He said, ‘If I had any guts at all I’d hire Mike Sherman right now.’ And I said, ‘Go ahead.’”

This was at the same time that Marty Schottenheimer, the former Cleveland Browns and Kansas City Chiefs coach, was believed to be the front-runner. But Wolf was so impressed with Sherman and his vision of the future that, suddenly all bets were off

Wolf decided to think overnight about whether to hire Sherman or not, and he came back to Harlan the next morning.

That next morning, Harlan was meeting with several other executives about the substantial financial demands of Schottenheimer when Wolf knocked on the door.

“Tell you what, if I had any guts I’d hire Sherman right now,” Wolf said.

Harlan said, “Why not?”

Less than five minutes later, Wolf was back and said, “It’s done.”

The rest, as they say, is history.

Learning the Story

Nor everyone is familiar with the Green Bay Packers story and one day president Bob Harlan ran into a new player, Los Angeles native and San Diego State University graduate Kabeer Gbaja-Biamila, a defensive end whom Harlan couldn’t wait to indoctrinate.

“Right after we drafted Kabeer we had a mini-camp and I was sitting in my office one afternoon,” Harlan said.

“I looked up and Kabeer is standing in the doorway. He and I had never even seen each other before. He said ‘I’m Kabeer’, and I said, ‘I’m Bob, what can I do for you?’”

The player who would come to be known as “KGB” asked simply, “What goes on up here?” and Harlan was only too glad to show him.
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