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“There is no script for this.”

—Packers head coach Mike McCarthy, July 26, 2008

“Some dreams don’t come true.”

—lyric by Adam Schlesinger, for the band Ivy



PROLOGUE:
“ROOKIE” HAS A MELTDOWN
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“ROOKIE” COULDN’T TAKE it anymore. He’d had enough. Four straight months of callers bashing Packers management for not welcoming Brett Favre back. Week after week it was Brett this, Brett that, two hours of listener calls a day. This Green Bay sports radio station was on the front lines when it came to fan feedback. What had the Favre Horns—that’s what Rookie called ’em—all riled up this Friday morning was the previous night’s thrilling 34–31 Jets victory over archrival New England. Favre had gone 26 of 33 for 258 yards, with two touchdowns and no picks. In overtime, he took his team 64 yards in 14 plays, connecting on 5 of 6 passes. He looked like the Brett of old. Or make that the Brett of 2007, as callers were oh-so-quick to remind Rookie. The Brett who led the Packers to 14 victories and a near Super Bowl berth. That Brett.

“This one ranks right up near the top,” Favre told reporters after the game, a quote that put a little ding in the hearts of Packers fans. After Jets kicker Jay Feely booted home the winning 34-yarder, Brett raised his arms in grinning triumph, just like he’d done so many times for the Pack. Through ten games, Favre was leading the AFC in completion percentage. The New York Jets had won four straight. At 7–3, they were alone atop the AFC East for the first time since 2001.

Rookie had been at WDUZ longer than anyone—hence the nickname. They didn’t call him Iron Man—they saved that for Favre—but the fact remained that Rookie was sturdy, durable, a radio grinder doing twenty-five hours of sports talk weekly with his partner, Bill Rabeor. Weekdays from 6–9 A.M. they hosted “The Fan Nation Morning Show,” a drive-time program broadcast on 107.5 FM and 1400 AM The Fan, a.k.a. Northeast Wisconsin’s Sports Authority and Your Source for ESPN Radio. At 9 A.M. they kicked off their two-hour call-in show, “Fan Line with Bill and Rookie.” Guess what people wanted to talk about today?

Normally the last twenty minutes on Friday morning formed the best part of Rookie’s radio week—and not only because his weekend more or less started at the top of the hour. It was the “Friday Fish Fry” segment of the show, one in which listeners called or e-mailed to salute or slam some person in the sporting world. If you were a caller offering kudos, you asked Rookie and Bill to “pop a top” to the person. They cued the carbonated opening to Jim Ed Brown’s 1967 country hit “Pop a Top,” a tune that starts with possibly the world’s greatest recording of a pull-tab can being opened.

If, conversely, you were calling to rip someone, you told Rookie and Bill to “dunk ’em in the hot fryer!” With the push of a button, they’d promptly cue a sound effect of lake perch dropping into a vat of sizzling oil.

Guess who was getting kudos today?
 
Guess who people wanted to fry?

“Pop a top to Brett!” hollered Scott from Sturgeon Bay. “Brett’s on the train to the playoffs!”

That was a twofer. Well done, Scott from Sturgeon Bay. A plug for Brett and a not-so-subtle dig at Packers head coach Mike McCarthy, who the previous summer had famously said, “The train has left the station,” meaning the team was moving on without Favre. “Watching the Iron Man last night was awesome!” exclaimed Eric from Appleton. “He still has tons of fans out here. We want him to go to the Super Bowl and win it for the Jets!” And now Brian from Neenah was on the line. “Crack open a tall cold one for number 4!” he trumpeted. “Brett knows how to win the close ones! To think we could have had him for another year!”

Rookie and Bill popped a top. Multiple tops. Whoosh!

Mike from Green Bay called with payback on his mind. “Get that deep fryer going!” he shouted. “You saw what Brett did last night. I wanna deep-fry all those Favre bashers! Cook ’em up!”

Sizzle, sizzle, fry.

Todd from Oshkosh had it in for the Packers general manager. “Let’s deep-fry Ted Thompson!” he crowed.

At this point Rookie finally lost it. After sixteen weeks, ten hours a week—160 hours of his life—hearing the same thing over and over, he had his Howard Beale from Network moment. He wasn’t so much mad as hell, he just didn’t want to take it anymore.

“It’s driving me crazy, listening to this every day!” he said into his mike. “When’s it gonna end?”

“Not till January,” said Bill.

“For two days before the Pats game, everyone was bashing Brett,” Rookie continued. “Now because of last night all the Favre Horns call in and blow! ‘Brett this, Brett that, if only we still had Brett.’ Well, we don’t! The Jets spent $140 million in the offseason—no wonder their record’s better than last year! Let’s see how the Packers and Jets do over the next three years. It’s been like this since August! People who just can’t get over it. When are they gonna move on? It’s so tiresome, speculating what it would be like if Favre was here! He’s not! Can’t we talk about the guys who are here!”

Rookie paused for breath. Scanning some e-mails, he groaned.

“Oh my God, it’s all just more of the same! It’s never gonna stop. Five hours a day, it’s all we talk about. Brett’s been gone three months! He’s not coming back! People gotta start dealing with reality. When are we gonna put this to bed? Do we ever get to talk about anything else?”

The show went to commercial. “Drop by Brett Favre’s Steakhouse on Brett Favre Pass for lunch or dinner,” said the chipper radio voice in Rookie’s headphones. It was the first ad of the break. There was no escaping No. 4. Rookie held his head in his hands.



INTRODUCTION:
“WE’RE AT THE GAME”


[image: img]

IT HAD HAPPENED before. Twice. Lambeau and Lombardi—two men synonymous with the Green Bay Packers, winners of eleven NFL championships between them, faces of the franchise—suddenly gone. Curly Lambeau, a hometown football star back from Notre Dame, had the idea to start a semi-professional team. It was 1919. He founded the Packers, coached them, managed operations, and played, taking snaps at halfback and throwing passes when he didn’t run. He played through the 1929 season and coached and managed the team for another twenty years after that. Thirty years as Packer Incarnate. Then just like that, he was gone. After toxic feuds with the team’s board of directors he departed for, of all places, Chicago, becoming head coach and vice president of the Chicago Cardinals. “I don’t see how the Packers can last without him,” said one of Lambeau’s former offensive linemen, Charles “Buckets” Goldenberg. “He was the Packers.”

Lambeau spent two years in Chicago then headed east to coach the Redskins. Washington is also where Vince Lombardi, the savior of the franchise, went too, in 1969. After a bloodless year serving as Packers GM, Lombardi wanted to coach again. And he liked that the Skins gave him a small team ownership stake.

Lambeau resigned. Lombardi asked the Packers to release him from a five-year contract. Both times it was the frigid start of February. And both times, Packer fans mourned the departure of a man who had turned their tiny Midwestern city into a place of champions, of glory.

This book began when Brett Favre announced his retirement on March 6, 2008. After sixteen seasons as a Packer, three league MVP awards, a Super Bowl victory in ’97, a Super Bowl loss in ’98, a near-trip to the big game ten years later, NFL records for career touchdown passes, passing yards, completions, and attempts, and a mind-bending, record-breaking streak of 275 consecutive starts by a quarterback commencing in a time when George Bush’s father was in the White House, it was over. A lifelong Packer fan raised in Wisconsin, I watched Favre’s tearful press conference from my apartment in Los Angeles. The world as Packer fans knew it had changed. A new era—a whole new reality—had arrived. It seemed like this might be a book. The story of the first season A.B. After Brett.

I left California for Wisconsin in early July.

Eight days later we learned Favre wanted back. Things just got more interesting. They didn’t get any less interesting when the Packers traded their iconic quarterback to the New York Jets for a conditional fourth-round draft pick. Like Lambeau, like Lombardi, Brett Lorenzo Favre would come striding out of some other team’s tunnel onto some other team’s field for the September home-opener of some other NFL team. A big-city team. A team from New York.

Wow.

All season long—you just knew it—Packer fans would have one eye on Green Bay, the other on Brett and the Jets. Quarterback performances would be compared, win-loss records compared, team rosters compared. Cheeseheads would go deep into the weeds of quarterback ratings, QB deployment, importance of the signal-caller to game outcomes. In a weird way, it would almost be like the Packers were playing the Jets each week. There would be that much dual scrutiny. Fun for Aaron Rodgers, Favre’s 24-year-old successor. Fun for Packers management.

But what kind of season would the Favre-less Packers have in 2008? Considering that they went 13–3 in 2007, came one play from reaching the Super Bowl, had nearly all their players and the same coaching staff back, the year figured to be a pretty good one. Nine or ten regular-season wins and a playoff victory or two—that was my guess. But it could be even better. It could be Hollywood-movie better. Rodgers, Favre’s untested Cal-Berkeley understudy, could seize his big chance, stand firm under the pressure of succeeding a legend and lead the Pack to a spectacular season—all the way to Tampa Bay and the Bowl that is super. Could happen. And this book would be along for the ride.

Then again, maybe it wouldn’t be a movie. Maybe the team would struggle. Pro football is like that—clubs up one year, down the other, for reasons we all can rattle off: injuries, personnel misfires, coaching stumbles, a tipped pass here, a stuffed run there, a doinked field goal. It wasn’t a cliché the first time someone said that football was a game of inches. It was wise, the first time someone said this. Very wise.

I spent training camp evenings devouring books that chronicled an NFL team for a single season. Not being a pro sportswriter (just a passionate sports fan/ESPN junkie with a background in writing and love for summer softball and pickup basketball), I needed some examples. It was interesting noting how some authors hit the jackpot and chose teams that went all the way to the Super Bowl, while other authors hitched their wagons to teams that began their seasons with high hopes but then went south. Dick Schaap had the golden touch. He teamed with Packers guard Jerry Kramer for the 1968 classic Instant Replay: The Green Bay Diary of Jerry Kramer, taking readers inside the Packers’ third straight championship season in ’67. Returning to Green Bay almost thirty years later, he followed the Favre-led 1996 team in Green Bay Replay: The Packers Return to Glory. Maybe he goes with a different subtitle if the Packers don’t end up beating the New England Patriots in Super Bowl XXXI.

John Feinstein’s Next Man Up: A Year Behind the Lines of Today’s NFL chronicled the 2004 Baltimore Ravens. Though their fate wasn’t decided until the regular season’s final hour, the 9–7 Ravens missed the playoffs. For A Few Seconds of Panic: A 5-Foot-8, 170-Pound, 43-Year-Old Sportswriter Plays in the NFL, Stefan Fatsis of the Wall Street Journal spent the summer of 2006 training as a placekicker with the Broncos, then checked in with the team during the season. Like the 2008 Packers, Denver was coming off a 13–3 year and trip to the conference championship. They started out red-hot at 7–2 but lost five of their last seven games, including a Week 17 heartbreaker in overtime, to finish 9–7 and out of the playoffs.

Then there was Roy Blount Jr.’s rollicking account of the ’73 Steelers, About Three Bricks Shy of a Load: A Highly Irregular Lowdown on the Year the Pittsburgh Steelers Were Super but Missed the Bowl. Blount—no relation to Steelers defensive back Mel—was a Sports Illustrated staff writer at the time and followed the colorful Steelers during a 10-4 season in which they made the playoffs, but lost in the first round to Oakland.

As the 2008 season started, I promised myself that no matter how the Packers did, I was going to write a certain kind of book, one that never gets too heavy of touch, one mixing coverage of the games and players with Packer Nation travels and a look at Packer fandom in this time of change and disunion. Also, I wanted a book in tune with the joy of Packer game days in Green Bay, a joy beginning three or four hours before kickoff, the tailgating and street parties for a dozen blocks around Lambeau reaching Mardi Gras–like levels of merriment. People eat, drink, dance, laugh. They paint their faces green and gold. They wear Packer-colored beads. No matter what, I vowed, I’m keeping the joy. I kept the joy.

Like the Kramer/Schaap, Fatsis, and Blount books, Life After Favre is written in the first person. I moved from L.A. to Green Bay in 2008 to follow the Packers. I caught all eight home games at Lambeau. I hit all eight tailgate extravaganzas. By chance, not design, the one game I watched from the comfort of the Lambeau press box—the Houston contest, December 7—turned out to be the coldest of the season. Three degrees with whipping winds at kickoff. I did thermal penance by shoveling snow from the Lambeau bleachers on another brutally cold December day—me and 300 others.

I journeyed to Green Bay, but journeyed away from it as well. I ended up logging 5,000 road miles and 4,000 through the air following the team and pursuing adventures in Packer Land. I attended road games at the Metrodome and Superdome. I caught other away games in small-town Wisconsin taverns 200 miles from Green Bay. I watched the Tennessee Titans game in a bar and grill owned by rookie receiver Jordy Nelson’s parents in rural Kansas. I caught the second Bears game in Mabel Murphy’s, a year-round Packers bar in Scottsdale that’s the proud home of the Arizona Pack Fan Club. Until diving into this book, I hadn’t understood the full scope and breadth of Packer Nation. Not only does it extend to every corner of Wisconsin, it thrives in cheesehead outposts from coast to coast.

The team granted me locker room access, let me watch a late-season practice, helped arrange interviews with Aaron Rodgers and teammates, and assisted in numerous other ways during my three months in Green Bay. They did not hand me an all-access pass, however. Nor did I expect them to. Even in a normal year, the Packers, like all NFL teams, are sparing when it comes to giving writers access to their inner workings, wanting to protect game strategies, player privacy, the free flow of team communication, and more. Even in a normal year, the Packers say no to some would-be chroniclers, as they, along with several other NFL teams, did in 2005 when approached by Stefan Fatsis for his book. And this was no normal year. No, not one that saw the team hire former Bush White House press secretary Ari Fleischer to advise on media strategy during what some came to call “Favre-Gate,” the controversy surrounding the team’s divorce from Brett Favre. I worried the Packers might turn me down altogether. But they did not, and for that I was grateful.

* * *

It’s not whether you get knocked down, it’s whether you get up.

The title of champion may from time to time fall to others more than ourselves, but the heart, the spirit, and the soul of champions remains in Green Bay.

The Green Bay Packers never lost a football game. They just ran out of time.

Vince Lombardi. Words to motivate, words to swell a Packer fan’s heart. More than once during the season, especially late in the season, I found myself thinking of his words, his famous words. The line about never losing, just running out of time came in handy a couple times. So did something I heard in Lambeau Field the day the Packers played the Carolina Panthers. It was November 30, an overcast day threatening snow. I was seated in row 54, section 115, six aluminum bleachers from the top of the stadium’s bowl. Sitting two rows below me was a rosy-cheeked, convivial guy in his thirties wearing a grass-green ski hat with a tiny tassel. He sat with four beer-drinking friends. He was the comedian in the group, cracking his friends up. But he also said something that stayed with me, words I remembered that night after the game. They came in handy, too.

“Whatever happens,” he said to his friends before kickoff, raising his beer in a toast, “we’re at the game.” A few minutes later he said it again, and toasted again. He ended up saying it four or five more times, including once or twice during the game when something bad happened from a Packers perspective. “Hey, we’re at the game.” He said it with a smile. He said it with humor in his voice. He knew it was funny the way he kept repeating himself, and he may have been a little drunk, but you also felt he meant what he said. And you thought you knew what he meant. Something along the lines of: Here we are at Lambeau Field, with beverages, watching a game between our beloved Pack and a very good team in the Panthers, and we don’t know what’s going to happen in the end. There’s a lot in life and in the world to worry about right now, but being here, right now, all of us, watching the Pack, at Lambeau—this is not one of those things.

That was the meaning of his mantra.

I try to take that attitude in this book.

We’re at the game.



PART ONE:
ORIENTATION




CHAPTER 1:
LOMBARDI WAS HERE
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“THE PACKERS USED to have their offices right down there,” said Jason Vanden Heuvel, pointing floorward and a little to the left. We were standing in a beige-toned Quality Inn & Suites extended-stay studio apartment overlooking Crooks Street just off the corner of Washington Street in downtown Green Bay. It was a sunny day in late September. Light streamed in south-facing windows looking out over a corner tavern toward the Mason Street Bridge.
 
Did he just say what I think he said?

“Yeah,” Jason affirmed, his stocky frame clad in a dark green Quality Inn golf shirt and khaki pants. Jason was 26, with a neatly trimmed G.I. Joe beard and ever-present glint of humor in his eyes. “Lombardi, coaches, film room, ticket office—everything was right here until they moved across the river to Lambeau in ’63. Or what became Lambeau. They were still calling it City Stadium then.”

I nearly cartwheeled. I’d had no idea. I picked this place because it offered three-month leases, free breakfast, a fitness room, and a pool. I liked being a football’s toss from the Fox River. I also liked being downtown, though downtown Green Bay is barely ten square blocks. Lambeau Field was three miles away. I was already looking forward to jogging over there a few times a week, imagining myself running across the Mason Street Bridge up to Oneida Street then down Oneida to Lombardi Avenue and the mecca of football. At night, the stadium would be a welcome sight. Plus, I could quickly replenish the burned calories with a half-pound cheeseburger and mug of beer at Curly’s Pub inside the Lambeau Atrium, its wall of windows overlooking the fenced-in team parking lot nicknamed “The Cage.”

But to learn I’d be living in more or less the same spot Vincent T. Lombardi spent so many workdays during the years in which he game-planned his first two NFL championships—that had to be good luck, right? It might even carry more mojo than the Wilson NFL football signed by Bart Starr in 1974 that I was going to put on my writing table for inspiration. “To the Hanrahans—With Best Wishes—Bart Starr,” wrote the great Lombardi-era Packers quarterback and soon-to-be Packers coach. The occasion was a Packers evening at the Milwaukee Athletic Club. I was ten. I got to shake Bart’s hand.

“Lombardi met Hornung here for the first time,” continued Jason, referring to Hall of Fame Packers halfback Paul Hornung. “The team even used to bunk some players in rooms down the hall.” Jason Vanden Heuvel was only the latest unofficial Packers historian I’d met in the past two months coming up here weekly from Milwaukee, 120 miles south. I’d already met Ray Nitschke’s former paperboy, a friend of the farmer whose cow pasture became Lambeau Field, and a guy whose dad used to fish with Curly Lambeau. The same guy who used to deliver papers to Nitschke also “peddled pop” from a crate fixed to his one-speed bike. He said one day a man called out, “Hey kid, how about a soda!” He turned around and it was Paul Hornung sitting in his white 1959 Cadillac DeVille.

I also met a young woman who shared a story about a more recent former Packer, the “former” something we were all still getting used to. Her name was Becky Van Kauwenberg. We were seated along one side of the square bar at the center of the Stadium View, a sports fan’s paradise located a block from Lambeau Field, around the corner from Brett Favre’s Steakhouse. “One day Brett came by my parents’ dairy farm to get some hay for his deer blind,” recalled Becky, 24, her brown eyes glowing with the memory. “The farm’s in Seymour, about twenty miles from here. Brett was going hunting. He asked the Packers equipment guy if he knew where to get some bales. This guy knows my brother—that was the connection. Unfortunately, I wasn’t home that day! Only my mom was there. She said Brett pulled up to the barn in a white pickup. He was wearing an old NYPD Blue T-shirt and those shorts he always wears. It was either 2003 or 2004. The year he had the broken thumb.”

I probably just could have yelled, “Hey, when did Brett break his thumb?” and forty people would have shouted “2003!” As a Packers fan I should know this information, however, so I didn’t yell. While I wish I was, I’m not one of those cheesehead Rain Man types who even behind six beers can tell you the fourth-string running back from the 1984 Forrest Gregg–coached 8–8 Packers squad. (It was Ray Crouse, by the way. I looked it up.) It’s a lame excuse but I missed some osmosis opportunities spending all but five of the past twenty-five years outside of Wisconsin, living in Vermont, England, and North Carolina before New York and California. When I got home I checked the date of the Favre fracture. It was October 19, 2003. Favre slammed his thumb on a Packer lineman’s shoulder pad early in a game at St. Louis and toughed it out, completing 23 of 32 passes for 268 yards in a 34–24 loss. Eschewing surgery, he furthered his Iron Man reputation by playing the rest of the season with a broken, splinted thumb, recording his best-ever completion percentage at 64.5 and throwing a league-leading 32 touchdown passes.

“Because of the thumb, Brett had to be careful grabbing the bales,” Becky continued, finishing her story. “I guess he made some jokes about being a wimp. After he got the bales in his pickup, my mom gave him something to drink in our farmhouse. We have a picture of Brett Favre standing in our kitchen!”

It’s only a slight exaggeration to say everyone you meet in Green Bay or the surrounding environs has some personal Packers story or link to Packers history. A few days after moving into the hotel, I’d meet Jason’s colleague Peter Burkel, 28, a sunshiny lobby presence with round, gray plastic glasses and a brush-cut. Like Becky, Peter grew up on a dairy farm. Besides knowing the longtime Catholic chaplain to the Packers, the Reverend Jim Baraniak — “Father Jim” to Peter and the Packers, he holds services for the Packers the morning of every game—Peter is also the grandson of an early Lambeau-era Packers water boy. His granddad, Louis Conard, was a high school classmate of Curly Lambeau’s at Green Bay East. Right there at the start of Packers history, Curly hired Louis to keep those leatherhead Packers hydrated.

Before Jason and I headed back to the front desk at the other end of this low, block-long hotel, he asked what kind of book I was writing. I filled him in, mentioning the travel and focus on fans along with games and players. “Should be fun,” I added. “Just be a total cheesehead for three months.” Memorably, Jason replied, “Kind of like gonzo journalism—with the Packers.” I believe I barked out a laughing semi-yes. I hadn’t been expecting a nod to Hunter S. Thompson in a Green Bay hotel room, especially since we’d just been talking about Lombardi, a.k.a. “St. Vince.” Jason, it turns out, is a big reader and might go into writing himself. I suggested that the book probably wouldn’t be Fear and Loathing in Green Bay, but that I would certainly be open to the unplanned, and would also have to “research” a few Packer bars.

“Can I just say,” said Jason, growing serious a moment, “that despite what the national media seems to be saying, not everyone in Green Bay is running around with FIRE TED THOMPSON and BRING BACK BRETT signs.” Thompson, the Packers general manager since 2005, is the individual who, in the end, had the final say regarding whether or not Favre remained a Packer. There was—there is—no love lost between Thompson and Favre backers.

“You’re going to talk about that, right?” Jason asked. “I mean, there are plenty of Packer fans—plenty of people in this town—who are glad Aaron Rodgers is our quarterback and think Thompson made the right decision. It’s just that Favre people make the most noise.”

I told Jason that, yes, I would definitely be talking about this.

We left the second-floor apartment. We stepped out rear doors used mainly by the extended-stay residents and patrons of the new hotel restaurant, Cheffetta’s. Jason had already told me that one of the Cheffetta’s dining rooms used to be Lombardi’s office during his first four years as Packers coach. It was here the great Brooklyn-born motivator came each workday promptly at 9 A.M. after attending 8 A.M. Mass at St. Willebrord’s Catholic Church two blocks away on Adams Street. Standing on sunny Crooks Street with our backs to the South End Pub & Grill, the corner tavern my apartment windows would overlook, we regarded the elegant two-story red-brick edifice occupied by the Packers from 1950 until 1963. Built in 1914 as the Marvin Building, the compact corner structure became part of the hotel some years back. It’s a quiet corner, and it would become even quieter a few weeks hence when the Green Bay Chamber of Commerce moved from its home across Washington Street in a former riverfront train depot, all round-arched windows and brown-brick facades, to a new glass-and-steel development three blocks north. But when the Packers were here, this was a happening place. The thoroughfare named for our first president (presidents and trees gave downtown Green Bay its street names: Adams and Walnut, Monroe and Pine) used to be the city’s main drag—its shopping street, restaurant street, theater street, parade street. The Meyer, Green Bay’s grandest theater, an art deco former movie palace now used mainly for concerts and stage productions, is pretty much all that’s left from Washington Street’s heyday. Unless you count, and I do, diminutive Al’s Hamburgers five doors down, a squat, stucco-faced diner about the size of a mobile home.

EAT commands Al’s neon sign in big gold letters, its date of establishment, 1934, in smaller gold numerals below. “Lombardi used to eat lunch there,” Quality Inn manager Deb McAllister would tell me as I signed my lease. I stopped by Al’s as part of my subsequent explore-the-neighborhood walk, and sure enough, there was a small framed photo of Lombardi on the wall along with a Lombardi sketch. Three wooden booths, eight counter stools, and a menu of burgers, chops, fried chicken, and hash—that was Al’s. The ghost of Edward Hopper would feel welcome. “In the Holmgren years some Packers used to come here,” said floral-bloused Judy Rank, 70, as she topped off my cup of coffee at the counter. “Especially if they needed to bulk up. Gilbert used to come in,” Judy added, referring to 350-pound former Packers nose tackle Gilbert Brown, a run-stuffing behemoth from the ’96 Super Bowl team. “Breakfast and lunch. He could really put it away.”

Between Al’s Hamburgers and my new hotel home a block south was another sign bearing a year of origin, though this one went back a little further than FDR’s first term. “On the river shore directly west of this marker about the year 1745,” began the inscription on an old bronze plaque set in a low brick wall on the west side of Washington Street. It told of a French Canadian fur trader named Augustin Langlade who with son Charles built a house and trading post here. The plaque calls them “the first permanent settlers of Wisconsin.” That explained Langlade Street five blocks from Lambeau. I’d come to learn that the younger Langlade is considered nothing less than “The Father of Wisconsin.” I’m sure I learned this in grade school, but like the year Favre broke his thumb, it had dropped out of my head. Writing this book helped restore some data.

Train tracks no longer exist on the east side of the river (in place of the rails is a riverfront jogging path), but they remain on the west bank, and slow-rolling freight trains would be a regular sight as I gazed across the river or jogged across one of the three downtown bridges. Train horns were common, too. The click-click rumble of the cars served as a reminder that Green Bay was still an industrial city, though not as much as it was in the early Packer years of Curly Lambeau. In the 1920s, the railroads and the river and the bay leading into Lake Michigan and beyond, in concert with Wisconsin’s pastureland and forests, made this small city the world’s leading producer of milk, cheese, and toilet paper. Luckily there was some meatpacking, too, or Lambeau’s pigskin startup might have been tagged with a dairy-themed moniker, or even something TP-related. Think that’s a stretch? Thirty miles downriver, the Kimberly High football team is called the Papermakers. A state power in football that enters the 2009 season on a 28-game winning streak, Kimberly’s mascot is a paper wasp, an image with more sting than a guy churning a vat of newsprint pulp.

While this east riverbank no longer has an industrial footprint along the eight-block length of downtown, warehouses and factories still line the west bank. And just south of the Mason Street Bridge rise pyramids of piled coal, huge black planetary dunes that become something else entirely when it snows, transforming into white pastoral hills. These coal mountains were around when Lombardi was here. He drove past them every time he took the Mason Street Bridge from his Crooks Street office to the stadium where he built his legend.

Ivory plumes of steam rise from the manifold smokestacks poking heavenward alongside steeples in this town of churches and bars, just as in Lombardi’s day. Cottony cumulus on blue, they do something almost sublime to a cloudless winter sky when it’s frigid, best viewed from a bridge.

No doubt there were fewer crystalline winter days then, though, with more smoke, more smell, coming from those stacks along with steam. And when Lombardi looked out the window of his Crooks Street office, he didn’t see riverfront parkland with a running path, gazebo, and small wooden docks for pleasure craft visiting the Fox Harbor Pub & Grill opposite the former Marvin Building. He saw riverfront railroad tracks. The train depot itself, built in 1898 in a Flemish renaissance style, had been shuttered by the Milwaukee Road in 1957 but it would be decades before the river frontage became green and the river itself began to revive.

On permanent display at the Neville Public Museum located on the west riverbank just south of the Ray Nitschke Bridge is an exhibit— encompassing a whole wing of the museum—called “Hometown Advantage: The Packers and the Community.” It’s highlighted by five short films mixing interviews and archival footage ranging over nine Packer decades. Together, the films vividly illustrate the team’s intimate connection to the city. “There’s been a history of the community saving our team,” says former Packers chief operating officer John Jones, referring to a series of decisive moments when public monetary support got the team back on sounder financial footing: 1922, the Depression-era early ’30s, 1949, the 1997 Packers stock sale, and most recently the county-wide referendum in 2000 approving a half-cent sales tax that raised millions for the Lambeau upgrade. Bankruptcy loomed three times in this citizen-owned, not-for-profit franchise’s first three decades until the community rallied. The Packers, in one telling historical footnote, were the only small-town professional football team to survive the Great Depression.

Some day down the road, it’s conceivable the Neville will devote a whole exhibit to the Favre years, and to No. 4 himself—his mark on the team, place in Packers history, importance to the community, and painful departure, one that sharply divided the Green Bay community. History was made when the Packers traded Favre, when Brett became a Jet. For now, museumgoers can only reflect on perspectives offered in regard to the previous dramatic departures in Packers history, those of Curly Lambeau and Vince Lombardi, while recognizing that these parallels are imperfect, as these men elected to leave and Favre … well, it was more complicated.

“After Lambeau defected to Chicago, the Packers went eleven years without a winning season,” says then 81-year-old Lee Remmel in one of the exhibit’s films. A former Green Bay Press-Gazette Packers reporter turned longtime Packers public relations director, Remmel is perhaps our greatest living repository of Packers knowledge. Remmel goes on to refer to an “eleven-year famine” that followed Curly’s leave-taking, a deprivation ending only when, in 1959, former New York Giants offensive coach Lombardi arrived in town after a pitiful one-win Packers season. A second, longer deprivation followed after Lombardi’s exit—29 years without a championship. Some of the post-Lombardi seasons were downright ugly, years some Packers fans refer to as “The Gory Years” when compared to the Glory Years Lombardi rang in.

How did Green Bay feel when their savior coach himself defected for a big-city team? “It was very devastating when Lombardi left,” Remmel says. “It was a shock to us all.”

These two Packer skids—green and gold droughts—that followed the departures of two men who brought world-class winning to Green Bay had to be in the back of the Collective Cheesehead Mind when Favre was traded to New York. Would another famine follow?



CHAPTER 2:
MAGICAL HISTORY TOUR


[image: img]

TAKING THE “Legends of Lombardi Avenue: Old School Tour” the weekend the Indianapolis Colts came to town, I met Santiago Gardner of San Diego. It was October 18, a crisp, cloud-scudding Saturday with temperatures in the low 50s. At 11 A.M. on nine separate occasions between early August and November 2008, a yellow Lamers school bus left the parking lot of the Greater Green Bay Convention & Visitors Bureau across from Lambeau Field loaded with Packer-accessorized tourists, a few fans of Packer opponents during the season, and a tour guide with a microphone. On this particular morning, our guide was an irrepressibly jolly, round-faced gentleman about forty years old, a blue-sweatered Chamber of Commerce employee making a little extra scratch on the weekend. He had a gift for Packers schtick—he made it feel fresh.

“Anyone from more than a thousand miles away?” he asked as we rumbled toward Lambeau. He’d already elicited raised hands and shouts from four Packer fans up from southern Illinois and a family of five in for the weekend from Indianapolis to watch their Colts play the next day. Since I was a Green Bay resident now, I didn’t raise my hand. But a dark-haired man in a Packers ball cap sitting alone three seats in front of me did. “Where’d you come from?” the guide asked. In slightly accented English, the man said cheerily, “San Diego, California.”

This was Santiago Gardner, I’d learn after the tour when we talked. A native of Tijuana, Mexico, he’s a Nextel technician, 39 years old. During the tour, I noticed he listened very closely to everything the guide was saying, no matter how historical it got, while some of the other tour takers tuned out a little, chatting with each other. He wore a reflective, quietly content expression as he took in the Green Bay sights.

As we neared the stadium, our guide warmed things up with a softball Packers trivia question. “Who invented the Lambeau Leap?” he asked. “LeRoy Butler!” chorused a dozen different voices. The people up front, Packers fans in their sixties and seventies, sets of husbands and wives, were the most vocal. They also rocked the most team gear, coming equipped with Packers caps, jackets, sweaters, jerseys, tote bags, gloves, scarves, and seat cushions. They were boisterous from the get-go, and our guide was feeding off their energy.

“Bingo!” he exclaimed. “LeRoy Butler. December 26, 1993. L.A. Raiders. Zero degrees that day. Fourth quarter. Packers up fourteen to nothing. But who can tell me who got an assist on the play?”

“Reggie White!” shouted nearly everyone who’d first shouted Butler’s name.

“Right again! LeRoy comes up from his strong safety position, lays some wood on a Raiders receiver, ball pops loose. Reggie scoops it up, rumbles, stumbles down the sideline, then right before he’s about to go down flips it to LeRoy and the rest is history.”

Applause filled the bus.

We pulled around to the Lombardi Avenue side of Lambeau and stopped. We regarded two bronze figures towering outside the Lambeau Atrium.

“Now I suspect the gentleman on the left needs no introduction,” said our guide, referring to the twenty-foot-high statue of Lombardi (fourteen feet for Vince, four for his black granite base, plus two more for two white stone steps at bottom). The statue and its bronze partner command the entrance to the fabulous five-story Atrium, the crown jewel of a 32-month, $295 million stadium redevelopment completed in 2003. Lombardi is captured in a familiar sideline pose, his gloved hands behind his back, head tilted slightly, small appraising smile, clad in his trademark fedora and overcoat. From our vantage, he was backdropped by the Atrium’s 85-feet-high, 70-yards-wide wall of glass. Multiple entrance doors run along its base, terminating on the left at more glass-paned doors leading into the two-level Packers Pro Shop. “But who’s the guy pointing at Vince?” quizzed our guide, tossing another softball he knew would call forth instant shouts.

“Curly Lambeau!”

“None other!”

Lambeau’s statue is the same height as Lombardi’s, on an identical six-foot base. Sweatshirted, his stance square, he stands with his left hand holding a football low off his thigh, like he’s ready to hand it off, while the rest of him is directed Lombardi-ward, right arm fully extended, forefinger pointing in a “You da man” way toward a bemused Vince. A couple hours hence I’d be right back here on the Robert E. Harlan Plaza, towered over by these figures, on a walking tour of Lambeau Field. Tom, our white-haired guide, was just as energetic, just as entertaining as the much younger bus guide. For an hour he’d lead us briskly all over the stadium, his crisp look and upright bearing suggestive of a four-star general who begins his day with 100 push-ups and ends with a story, a good joke, and a single beer with the fellas before heading home to his wife.

“Some people say it should be Lombardi pointing at Lambeau,” said Tom, swiftly, “since Curly got this whole thing started. Interesting point. But I don’t think the statues suggest any kind of pecking order. And all you have to do is look at …” Tom pointed to the broad sign topping the 85-foot glass wall, the one reading LAMBEAU FIELD ATRIUM.

 “Can’t do any better than having the whole place named for you.”

The Packers renamed City Stadium “Lambeau Field” when Curly died in 1965. The city renamed Highland Avenue “Lombardi Avenue” two years later. A quarter century after that, the Packers commissioned the Chicago-based husband and wife sculptors responsible for the Michael Jordan-soaring-for-a-dunk statue in front of Chicago’s United Center to work their bronze magic in honor of the two Packer colossi. They finished in nine months, producing 4,400 pounds worth of art at a cost of $400,000-plus. Julie Rotblatt-Amrany, a Chicago native and daughter of a football-fan father, tackled Vince, while her husband Omri Amrany, a native of Israel, handled Curly, someone he didn’t know from Adam going in. Then Packers president Bob Harlan, the Energizer Bunny behind the Lambeau renovation, gave Omri a photo of Curly in that ball-holding, pointing pose. Julie found her inspiration for Lombardi’s small smile in the photo gracing the cover of David Maraniss’ monumental Lombardi biography When Pride Still Mattered.

Appropriately, Lombardi gazes toward his namesake avenue. And it’s good Julie and Omri didn’t have Vince pointing at Curly or otherwise acknowledging him as it’s a matter of record that the pride of Lombardi did matter when it came to sharing the spotlight with the Packers founder and first coach, winner of six NFL titles. As Maraniss reveals in his 1999 book, Lombardi was less than delighted when the editor of the 1965 Packers yearbook scrapped the original cover shot of a Packer player and replaced it with a photo of Lombardi and Lambeau shaking hands down on the stadium field. The idea was to honor the Packers patriarch who’d died that June. But there’d been a side to Curly that Vince was never sure he liked—the high-living, Hollywood actress–dating, Malibu beach house–living side. Moreover, Lambeau was the Packers’ past. He—Vince Lombardi, coach of Hornung and Gregg, Nitschke and Thurston—was the present. Lombardi chewed out the yearbook editor, wouldn’t talk to him for months. The feisty coach’s mood didn’t improve when the Packers board of directors voted to bestow the ultimate posthumous honor on Green Bay’s most famous son. Now, for as long as Vincent Thomas Lombardi coached the Packers, he would have to do it inside … Lambeau Field.

Our school bus paused before the Neufeld Street home once occupied by Packers linebacker Ray Nitschke. In the Neville Museum there’s a 1964 photo of four Norman Rockwell–looking kids gathered at the open door of the brick ranch house. Before them stands Nitschke’s smiling wife, Jackie. The caption reads, “Please Mrs. Nitschke, can Ray come out and play?”

We moved on to a Catholic high school attended by Lombardi’s son, Vince Jr. We considered a storefront once home to a lawn-care company owned by Hall of Fame 1940s running back Tony Canadeo, “The Gray Ghost of Gonzaga.” Today you can still get your lawn cut by the Canadeo Mowing Co., and can tool down a street named Tony Canadeo Run. Remaining on the west side of the river, we carried on to a modest, verging-on-shabby two-story apartment complex where African-American players and their families congregated in the 1950s and early ’60s. Not every area landlord was willing to rent to black Americans back then, not even black Green Bay Packers.

Crossing the Fox River on the Ray Nitschke Bridge, we rolled onward to the birthplace of Curly Lambeau. Built of red brick in 1866, it’s one of the oldest houses in Green Bay. Now a state historic landmark owned by a charitable foundation, you can rent out the garden for a get-together or even spend the night inside, with proceeds going to a school across the street. A bronze plaque on the wall between two paned, arched front windows records the 1898 birth of Earl Louis Lambeau, first child of Marcel and Mary Lambeau. Marcel was of Belgian extraction, Mary of French. Earl Louis went on to earn the nickname “Curly” for the thick black curly hair that topped his head at the time he was starring for the Green Bay East football team. As the plaque notes, he then “briefly attended Notre Dame University, scoring the first touchdown ever for Notre Dame’s first-year football coach Knute Rockne.” As a Golden Dome freshman, Lambeau played with star halfback George Gipp, destined to die of strep throat in 1920 not long after his last game senior year. Later, of course, Ronald Reagan immortalized “The Gipper” in the 1940 movie Knute Rockne, All-American. Lambeau himself contracted a severe case of tonsillitis during Christmas break and never returned to Notre Dame. If he had, the Packers might not have formed.

Our next stop was the Cherry Street bungalow where the Lambeau family lived for most of Curly’s boyhood. They attended St. Willebrord’s, the same church Lombardi would one day frequent so regularly that locals still refer to it as “Vince’s Church.” Our guide conjured a vision: young Curly kicking and throwing a football fashioned from “an old salt sack stuffed with sand, leaves, and pebbles” on adjacent, unpaved St. Clair Street. We didn’t tour St. Clair but I worked it into a jog later. It seemed important to visit, as it was here that Curly discovered the joy of playing football. And given how little money there was in the game at its inception, nobody was devoting their life to it unless they truly loved it. Not to get too Ken Burns on you, but without that old stuffed salt sack, maybe the Packers don’t happen, either.

Just a couple blocks east we stopped to check out the original City Stadium site. The Packers played their first games in a factory sandlot, switched to a field adjacent a brewery, then set up here alongside Green Bay East High School. Original bleacher capacity was 6,000. By the 1950s, the stadium could hold 25,000. That was possibly a few too many people, as former Packers receiver Max McGee, who played his first three seasons here, remembered an ominous “creaking” sound coming from the packed stands. Get a new stadium or become the Milwaukee Packers, the NFL more or less told the team in the mid-1950s. The down-home charms of a bleacher-ringed neighborhood field went only so far with teams like the New York Football Giants, Chicago Bears, and Los Angeles Rams, who were used to playing in grand venues like the Polo Grounds, Wrigley Field, and the Los Angeles Coliseum.

Today, replica gates and turnstiles join an ornamental iron fence, stone marker, and bronze plaque as monuments to the historic acreage, the field itself used by the Green Bay East Red Devils football team. An elegant red sandstone garage and one structural wall built of the same red stone recycled from the old East High building are all that remain of the original City Stadium. In July 2007, the contemporary Packers—Brett Favre’s last Packers team—held a public practice here to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of moving from the old to the new City Stadium. And Lombardi’s ruffled feathers notwithstanding, going with “Lambeau Field” was a good idea. Because let’s face it, The … Frozen … Tundra … of … City … Stadium just doesn’t have the same ring.

“Who knows why they’re called the Packers?” our guide queried as we rolled west on Walnut Street toward downtown. It was a semi-trick question and today the trick worked.

“Because they were sponsored by the Acme Meatpacking Company!” shouted a snow-haired woman in full Packers regalia. “Are you sure?” the guide teased. The woman bit her lip, looked at her husband. “Anyone else?” asked our merry inquisitor. The attentive listener from San Diego raised his hand as if to answer but just then another Packer-capped woman of years called out, “It wasn’t Acme, it was Indian! The Indian Meatpacking Company!”

“Ding, ding, ding!” sang our smiling guide, proceeding to dip into some more Packers history. Curly Lambeau, having chosen not to return to Notre Dame, took a job as a shipping clerk at the Indian Meatpacking Company. After he and beer-loving Green Bay Press-Gazette sports editor George Calhoun dreamed up the idea of a football team (conception happened on a street corner, in a bar, or in the Press-Gazette offices, depending on the story), Curly asked his employer to sponsor the team. Before long, Indian Meatpacking was bought out by Acme Meatpacking, who maintained the team sponsorship. In 1921, when the club joined the 22-team federation that would reform as the National Football League a year later, they joined as the Acme Packers. They were the Acme Packers in iconic early photos, ACME PACKERS emblazoned in big white letters across jersey chests. As for the name Packers, early on the team trial-ballooned the Green Bay Blues, the Big Bays, and the Bays (hey, it worked for the Lakers) but public opinion rallied behind Packers, and today the moniker stands as the NFL’s most enduring.

As we reached downtown, our guide pointed out the Press-Gazette offices and a couple other buildings where course-setting early franchise meetings happened. We came to a stop before the former Hotel Northland, a grand eight-story stone-and-brick edifice constructed in 1924 in a Tudor revival style. Now called the Port Plaza Towers and home to residential apartments, this was the hotel favored by visiting NFL teams. The New York Giants stayed there when they came to Green Bay to play the 1961 championship game and got whupped 37–0, earning Lombardi his first ring as head coach of the Packers. And it was here three years earlier where forty-five directors on the Green Bay Packers Inc. governing board voted to approve the seven-member Executive Committee’s decision to hire Vince Lombardi, passing over Curly Lambeau, who’d lobbied for a return to Green Bay.

Our tour’s last stop was my new home. Crooks Street off Washington. Glancing up toward my apartment windows, I suppressed an urge to tell everyone on the bus that’s where I lived.

“That was Vince’s office,” said our guide, pointing to a street-level casement window with salmon-colored trim dressed inside with a white lace curtain and potted plant. “Now it’s a room in Cheffetta’s Restaurant. The glass trophy cases are still there but the trophies aren’t. Up until recently, there was a sports bar in there called The Glory Years. It had all kinds of Lombardi memorabilia, including Vince’s actual coat rack.”

Next we eyed a neighboring window sealed with tobacco-brown boards.

“And that was the old Packers ticket window. Back then, the people of Green Bay would get all dressed up to buy their Packers tickets. During game weeks you’d have a long line of well-dressed people on the sidewalk, men in fedora hats and blazers, women in their finery.”

My kitchenette window looked right down on this spot. During the next ten weeks I’d have moments where I’d imagine these fans in their hats and dresses, overcoats and furs. It must have been nuts here the week of the ’61 NFL championship game. And I’d imagine Vince Lombardi down there, too, arriving after Mass, in his camel hair coat and hat, about to use the coat rack. This is where he broke down game film. This is where he perfected the Packer Sweep.

Five minutes later we were back in the parking lot across from Lambeau. I spoke to one of the livelier, snow-haired Packers couples— they hailed from Burlington, Wisconsin, where Cowboys quarterback Tony Romo grew up—then approached the Packers fan from San Diego as he was getting into his rental car. Large-framed, maybe six feet tall, his face broad and open, Santiago Gardner wore a red windbreaker, pressed gray trousers, black leather shoes, and sunglasses along with his Packers ball cap. He took off his shades as we started talking.

“How’d you become a Packer fan?” I asked.
 
His answer topped any I would hear in three months of asking this question.

“By investigating their history,” he said. Santiago smiles a lot—he has a big smile—but he was solemn answering this most essential of questions. “I didn’t know anything about the NFL growing up in Mexico,” he continued, “but after moving to San Diego in 1994, I started learning. I read about the Green Bay Packers. All their championships. Lombardi. I learned as much as I could about Packers history. That’s how I became a Packer fan. Doing research.”

I asked if he had an opinion on the Favre matter.

“Well, it’s sad,” he said, “but at least I got to see him again this year. I went to the Chargers–Jets game three weeks ago. I wore my number 4 Packers jersey. I got yelled at a little bit. But it was good to see him playing. He did pretty good. But the Jets lost.”

I asked him if he liked the Chargers, too.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “I watch every game. I’ve been to Qualcomm many times,” he added, referring to the stadium where the Chargers play their home games.

“Okay,” I said, “but if it’s Packers–Chargers in the Super Bowl, who are you rooting for?”

The very thought made his face light up—with about as much light as a face can carry.

“The Packers,” he said. “They’re my number one.”

He’d flown out solo from San Diego to watch the Packers play at Lambeau once a year since 2004, he told me. “Cowboys, Saints, Rams, Bears,” Santiago recited, listing in order the teams he’d seen play the Packers since his Lambeau tradition began. “At first I thought I was good luck!” he remarked, recalling that the Packers handily beat Dallas 41–20 in 2004, then clobbered New Orleans 52–3 in 2005. “The Saints game was a little sad,” he continued. “It was right after Hurricane Katrina. Maybe I didn’t cheer as much.”

But his winning streak ended at two. He watched the Packers lose 23–20 to the Rams in ’06, and 27–20 to the Bears in Favre’s last year. “So right now,” said Santiago, “my record’s .500. But I think we’re gonna beat the Colts tomorrow!”

I asked him when he got into town.

“Wednesday,” he answered.

When I asked why so early, he gave a small smile. “Because I wanted to see every little bit of Green Bay,” he replied.

“Santiago, man, you’re like a Chamber of Commerce dream!”

“Okay, but I did drive down to Milwaukee yesterday,” he added with a grin. “I wanted to see Miller Park.” Miller Park is the retractable-roofed home of baseball’s Milwaukee Brewers.

If I ever got to San Diego, Santiago told me I should check out the Australian Pub. “That’s where Packers fans go. They have Packer stuff on the walls. It feels like Green Bay on game days!”

Except it’s three blocks from the ocean in the sun-splashed Pacific Beach neighborhood. I looked it up when I got home. “Wisconsin sports fans love this bar during Packer games,” wrote one online reviewer in August 2008. “Cheeseheads go crazy. This year the Packers are playing without Brett Favre. It could really get crazy.” The Australian is the unofficial headquarters of the San Diego Packers Fan Club. Their slogan? “Cheeseheads in paradise.” Owned by a guy from Sydney, the pub serves chicken wings and other American staples along with Aussie meat pies, Vegemite sandwiches, and burgers with egg, bacon, beets, and pineapple. The blend of Down Under visuals and Packers tchotchkes puzzles some online reviewers. “Tons of Packers memorabilia. Beats me why,” wrote one. “Adorned with, oddly enough, a photographic mix of the Green Bay Packers and Australia,” another observed. “Green Bay, Wisconsin and Australia. Only in America,” hailed a reviewer for the San Diego Union Tribune.

Apropos of Oz, I asked Santiago if he’d heard of the Australian man who quit his job, sold his house, and took his wife and two young sons from Sydney to Green Bay a year ago last September so he could follow his beloved Pack. Attending all eighteen games, he burned up much of his life savings in the process but realized his biggest dream. And he won the lottery in terms of season selection: 14 total wins, a conference championship game, and Favre’s last year as a Packer, with No. 4 setting a couple more NFL records in the bargain.

“Yeah, they talked about this guy in the Australian,” Santiago said. “Then I heard about him again when I was here. Great idea! We were both at the Bears game together!”

I hadn’t heard of Wayne Scullino, Australia’s biggest Packer fan, until I got to Wisconsin, but he came up fairly often in conversations with Packer fans, especially here in Green Bay. The community welcomed Wayne and his family, opened their homes to them, assisted him in acquiring tickets and arranging travel. Green Bay— all of Wisconsin—fell in love with the story of this thirty-year-old Aussie dreamer who’d never even seen snow or experienced freezing temperatures before traveling 8,000 miles to Titletown with his better half and boys (two years old and nine months old) in tow. “Once in a lifetime” was the phrase that resonated most when he thought about pursuing his long-held dream, and he ended up using this phrase for his blog, www.TheOnceinaLifetimeFan.com. Wayne Scullino’s Packers love began at age 15 when, like Santiago, he learned about the team’s existence, the town of Green Bay, the championship history, and the singular bond between team and town. Next thing you knew, he was subscribing to the Packer Report, though the magazine took weeks to reach Australia.

Wayne Scullino. Santiago Gardner. All pro sports teams have passionate fans, and some have legendarily devoted followers (the Red Sox and Steelers, for example), but there’s something about the romance of the Packers story that seems to strike a special chord. The cynic in me arrived in Green Bay prepared to resist this chord, as a matter of principle, but within a couple weeks resistance began to seem silly. Why it began to seem silly is part of what this book is about.

Web sites devoted to informing cheeseheads where to find the nearest Packers bar list outposts in nearly every state and major American city, six Canadian cities, two German cities (Frankfurt, Munich), Bangkok, and Dublin. Check out www.packer-bars.com and feast your eyes on the multiplicity of listings. Not all of these establishments are as festooned with Packers stuff as San Diego’s Australian Pub, but the majority of them are populated with at least some rowdy cheeseheads on Packer game days. Not surprisingly, given their number of “Sconnie” transplants, California, Arizona, and Florida are the big winners in terms of Packer-friendly bars, all with numbers into the dozens. But far-flung cheeseheads, you can find green-and-gold brethren in bars in Alaska, Alabama, and Idaho, too.
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