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To all the Packer fans who waited—often for years, 
often in the cold—for better days.


FOREWORD

“DON’T GO THERE.”

Those were the words Ron Wolf repeatedly heard when he told people he was contemplating an offer that would make him the general manager of the Green Bay Packers.

“You can’t win there.”

This was conventional wisdom in the National Football League in 1991. When the Packers were mentioned in the league at that time, it was often in the context of an angry coach telling a misbehaving and/or under-achieving player: “If you don’t stop screwing up, I’m going to trade you to Green Bay.”

It was the biggest threat to a player, short of a career-ending injury. Green Bay: Bitterly cold. Frozen tundra. Ice and snow for half of the year. And the town was small—oh, so small, by NFL standards—about 97,000 souls according to the 1990 census. This was no place for a professional sports career, unless you were a professional ice fisherman.

Yes, there had been greatness there before. There was the Vince Lombardi era when it was known as “Titletown, USA.” Three NFL titles, and then two Super Bowl championships over seven years, and the “Ice Bowl” became not a joke about a truly difficult climate but a saga of man mastering the Arctic elements. And way before that, there were six NFL championships under the Packers founder and coach, Earl (Curly) Lambeau.

But in November 1991, as Wolf pondered the Green Bay situation, all anybody knew for sure about the Packers was that in the 24 years since Lombardi stepped down as head coach, the Packers had qualified for the playoffs only twice. And one of those came in a strike-shortened season.

They were 148–207–9 in those years. Worse still was the fact that each succeeding Packers head coach put up a record that was worse than his immediate predecessor.

The core problem was not actually the climate, or the size of the town, or even the frozen tundra. The most charming and singular fact of the Packers’ existence, their public ownership, was also their curse.

Five times during their 100 years of existence, the Packers were in real need of money. So, they had a stock sale. The first time this happened, in 1923, the stock went for $5 per share. The most recent time it happened, in 2011, the stock went for $250 per share. But, from a fiscal standpoint, the stock was, and still is, worthless, never returning a nickel to the buyer. There is never a dividend. But it does make the stockholder a part-owner of the Packers, which at least drives up the emotional price of following the team. There are more than five million shares, in the hands of roughly 361,000 citizens.

Sitting atop the stockholders is a 45-person board of directors. Above that body is a seven-person executive committee. So far, this is a wonderful story about community involvement and grass-roots democracy. But there have been occasions when the people making football decisions were not necessarily actual football experts. As Bob Harlan, the team president and Packers CEO at the time of Wolf’s hiring put it, it was like asking the guy who owned the hardware store to run a hospital.

This is what was happening in the post-Lombardi era. A Packers president would be elected, and then he would bring in his favorite Lombardi-era player to run the football operation. Bart Starr was unprepared when he got the job, but then grew into the coaching aspect of it. When he had become at least an adequate coach, Judge Robert Parins, team president, fired him, because this was a team president who wanted Forrest Gregg to take charge. Gregg could coach, but what he couldn’t do was be a general manager. He didn’t have that title in Green Bay, but unfortunately, he was given that sort of power with the Packers.

Just before Wolf was hired the Packers had a 50–50 power sharing relationship between the head coach and the general manager. In case of a tie, that’s right, the president of the team had the tie-breaker. This is how, with the second pick of the 1989 draft, the Packers took tackle Tony Mandarich, who turned out to be largely a pharmaceutical creation, instead of Barry Sanders, who would become one of the all-time great running backs elsewhere.

The public was losing faith. And since the Packers are essentially a shared religious belief in Wisconsin, that’s saying a lot. I’m not looking at this from afar. I was born in Green Bay, I grew up in northeastern Wisconsin, and I wrote extensively about the Packers as a sports columnist for the Milwaukee Journal and its successor the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel, before and throughout Wolf’s tenure. I was in the stands at the Ice Bowl, for the entire game, which demonstrated a serious, if not dangerous, level of interest.

By mid-1989, Harlan had risen to the Packers presidency. After a 6–10 season in 1990, and with 1991 headed in an even worse direction, he decided that an immediate restructuring was in order. He wanted a football man in charge of the football operation. This was a breakthrough of common sense. An extremely intelligent move would be needed next—having the right man in mind for this task. Fortunately, the man in Harlan’s mind was Ron Wolf.

Wolf had put in a long and highly-successful apprenticeship with the Raiders as Al Davis’s right-hand personnel man. Wolf then had a short shot with Tampa Bay, when he had the responsibilities of a general manager, but not the authority that the position demanded. That didn’t work, but painful as that experience was, it was a football life lesson. Back Wolf went, first to the Raiders and more success, then a short stay with the New York Jets before Harlan called.

Wolf was nearing 53, and he had believed that it might be too late for him to be a GM. But Harlan’s offer would give him everything he wanted in the job. And with the voices saying “Don’t go there” and “You can’t win there,” he ran the offer by Al Davis. “It’s like you’re an owner,” Davis told him. Davis would know, after all, because he was an owner. Ron Wolf knew, too, that this was his shot.

Presto. He should go there. He would win there.

Ron Wolf, in nine years as Packers general manager, had a record of 101–57, including the postseason. Even though he took over a 4–12 team, he never had a losing season as Packer GM, and only one .500 season. From oblivion’s doorstep, the Packers in the Wolf years won three division titles, played in three conference championships, went to two Super Bowls, and won one of them. They won 25 straight games at Lambeau Field—29 counting the playoffs—from 1995 into 1998. They had once again become, as Wolf would put it, “The masters of the frozen tundra.”

Wolf was elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2015, and deservedly so. What he did in Green Bay was not a miracle. But can we go as far as to call it a resurrection, or at least restoration, or a total revival of this franchise? The operation was, if not deceased, certainly on life support in late 1991. The Lombardi era was merely a memory.

The success that Wolf brought to the Packers lasted far beyond his years as GM. For the 25 years from 1992 through 2016, the Packers were 275–162–1. That was the best record in the National Football Conference over that period. In the AFC, the only team that was better was the Patriots. During the vast majority of this time, the Green Bay football operation was run by people and populated with people who had learned their lessons from Wolf—in scouting, evaluating and believing that working for the Green Bay Packers was not just a job, but a way of life.

Ted Thompson, who was hired by Wolf in 1992, was the Packers general manager from 2005 through 2017, during which time the Packers won six division titles, qualified for the postseason in eight consecutive years, played in three conference championship games, and won one Super Bowl. The Wolf influence in the scouting operation remained in place for years after Wolf left the Packers.

In fact, the Wolf influence has been felt throughout the league. Six men who grew up in pro football as Wolf disciples have become NFL general managers.

True, in the last two years, the Packers have had their first consecutive losing seasons since 1990–91, the last seasons of the pre-Wolf era. Thompson was shuttled into a senior advisor role after the 2017 season. Maybe his most recent drafts weren’t up to his earlier standards. Maybe Aaron Rodgers, the second-highest paid player in the NFL, has moved a few steps further from perfection. But after 24 years of stumbling around in the football wilderness, the 25 years of success still looked a lot like the Promised Land.

“Look at the success that Ron brought us,” Harlan said. “The thing I’m always so proud of is after 24 years of being mired in mediocrity, we’ve had 25 years of being relevant. We’ve been blessed with having two Hall of Fame quarterbacks, I admit that. Thank you, Lord. It’s like having a 20-game winner, 15 years in a row. But we not only had the turnaround, but it’s been sustained. But it took somebody like Ron to come in and have the guts to do what he did.”

What Wolf did starts with three names: Brett, Mike, and Reggie. There were all sorts of decisions that had to be made to turn 4–12 into a Super Bowl winner, but the quarterback, the head coach, and the dominant defensive end, represented the foundation for success. There were plenty of doubters for each of these decisions, but Wolf was supremely correct each time.

Although Wolf was extremely well-regarded for his work with the Raiders, it was in Green Bay, running his own shop and restoring a franchise to greatness, where he was able to lift his level from invaluable assistant to Hall of Fame general manager.

But don’t get carried away with that Hall of Fame status. Ask Wolf about being in the Hall and he will respond: “Ronnie Wolf from New Freedom, Pennsylvania, tied with Shorty Ray for the least famous guy in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.”

Hugh (Shorty) Ray, was the NFL’s Supervisor of Officials from 1938 to 1952. By reputable accounts, he worked tirelessly to improve officiating techniques and to streamline rules. But Mr. Ray will not be mentioned again in this book. It is time now to relive the Green and Gold revival.

“If you’re not getting better, you’re getting worse,” was one Wolf mantra, which was also a description of the Packers in the 24 years prior to his arrival. For the Packers, though, Wolf was a master at the “getting better” part.


1

Finding Favre

IT WAS LATE November and bleak on the day Ron Wolf took over as the general manager of the Green Bay Packers. His flight in from Chicago was delayed because, of course, it was snowing in Green Bay.

The status of the local football team was no more promising than the climate. Vince Lombardi had been gone for nearly a quarter century. The weather was cold, the town was small, the whole operation was barely even an outpost on the professional football map. The Packers were regressing to a 1950s, pre-Lombardi level of performance. Another small step or two backward and they would be in 1958 again; 1–10–1, including a 56–0 thrashing by the Baltimore Colts.

When Lombardi was here, this became Titletown, USA. In 1991, it was closer to what it had been just before Lombardi; the Siberia of the National Football League.

“I got up there and the snow was above my knees,” Wolf recalled. “And it’s November.”

 The snow started falling in what much of the world thought of as autumn. For the next four months, the snowbanks would just keep getting higher. This, though, was not at all the perspective of Wolf upon his arrival. He was not caught in the grip of cold negativity. He was looking for a way to turn a losing team into a winning team, a playoff team, and eventually a championship team, as quickly as possible.

Nearly three decades of experience in the NFL had pointed him toward this moment. He was ready to run a winning team. He was eager to start, but what he wasn’t ready to do was to make a fashion statement. His 30 years of pro football personnel experience had not prepared him for this one particular aspect of his introductory press conference.

“I didn’t have a suit,” Wolf said. “One needs a suit for this. I had an old brown corduroy outfit; that was my suit. That probably went out with Pat Boone and white bucks. I even had a vest, but I didn’t wear it.”

 His remarks were typically concise and to the point.

“I made the statement: ‘I was brought here to win.’ No shit, Dick Tracy,” Wolf said, with a laugh at his own expense.

To revive this team, to revive this entire franchise, Wolf had one aspect of the process squarely in front of him. He had suffered through those two painful seasons in Tampa without a quarterback that approached his high standards. Here, he would be looking, in the first place, for the unique quarterback, the championship quarterback, the one quarterback who could make all the difference.

Wolf had a head start in this enterprise, so finding this rare and potentially franchise-turning quarterback did not take him all that long. Then again, he was a man in a hurry.

Wolf took over as general manager of the Packers in November of 1991. He was nearly 53 years and he was only 19 months removed from a heart attack. The combination of these factors, along with his own competitive, persistent nature, made him a man who would not simply take this opportunity but would seize it, keep it, one way or another, make it work.

 “I wanted to speed the process up,” Wolf said. “I wasn’t sure how many ticks I had left, so I didn’t have time to play games, if you will. Everything sped up, everything was done with a certain tempo, with the thought process in mind that we have to make this happen now, not next year or two years.”

There were countless moves that Wolf made in his tenure that revived the Packers. But three of those moves stand out, for their intrinsic importance, for their brilliance, for their unmitigated success.

There was the hiring of Mike Holmgren as head coach. Holmgren turned out to be, in addition to a great offensive mind, a true leader of men. There was, in the National Football League’s first year of free agency, 1993, the signing of dominant defensive end Reggie White, a powerful player and an equally powerful locker room presence. White gave the Packers instant credibility, not only for the moment, but for a generation of free agents to come.

But perhaps the single most important move was trading for the quarterback who made all the difference, Brett Favre. It was Favre who led the Packers to two Super Bowls, one Super Bowl championship, and perennial playoff contention. It was Favre who won three MVP awards and along the way set an NFL standard for indestructibility with 321 consecutive starts. And this was somebody who had spent the previous year, his rookie season, with the Atlanta Falcons, throwing only five passes, none of them a completion.

But Wolf knew potential greatness when he saw it. He basically bet his career on Favre, and he wagered very well. He gave Favre what turned out to be an incomparable opportunity. Favre knows this as well as anybody. With typical directness, he says: “Without Ron Wolf, there is no Brett Favre.”

Wolf, on the other hand, directs the bulk of the overall credit to Favre. “First and foremost, he resurrected a dead franchise,” Wolf says. “That’s what he did. He breathed life into a dormant franchise. That’s what he did. He brought respect back to the greatest place to play in the National Football League: Green Bay, Wisconsin. He did that. A lot of people want to take credit for what he did, but he did it. You know, the Yankees had a place they called ‘the House that Ruth Built.’ New Lambeau Field, that’s ‘the House that Favre Built.’”

This may be a chicken-egg sort of question. But the underlying point is that there is more than enough credit to go around. It starts, though, with Wolf’s personnel judgment, spotting in Favre the greatness that could occur.

“It’s about the right ingredients,” Favre says. “And that takes the right GM, and that’s the most important part. And the coach Ron hired, Mike Holmgren. Ron orchestrated maybe the greatest free agent acquisition in the history of the NFL in Reggie White. So, what a mastermind. He’s not going to take that credit, but I did what he envisioned me doing. I didn’t do anything that he didn’t think I could do.”

In 1990, Favre’s senior year at the University of Southern Mississippi, Wolf was working as personnel director for the New York Jets. He was scouting, which is what he had primarily been doing since 1963. Wolf was in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, to see Favre, who led Southern Mississippi to stunning upset victories on the road over Alabama and Auburn that season.

Wolf was initially looking at film of the early portion of the 1990 season. “I went down there early, which was a mistake,” Wolf said. “Brett had been in a serious automobile accident that summer, after which he lost 30 inches of his intestine. And he was trying to play and wasn’t really that impressive. But he was still impressive. As I was leaving their film room, there was this old film guy, and he said: ‘You should look at Favre as a junior.’”

Wolf did that. He was so impressed that he altered his schedule, staying in Hattiesburg for an extra day to study more film and marvel further at Favre’s ability. “He was possessed of just an unreal arm,” Wolf said. “I don’t know how you couldn’t see it. I mean, you could hear it. At that time, there were all these ‘how-to’ movies; how to play this, how to play that, how to play quarterback. The release, the feet, all the other stuff. Well, everything about Favre was perfect, how-to. It was just a matter of how to get it controlled. But when he released the ball, it was released the way it was supposed to be released.

“You don’t walk into Auburn and Alabama and beat those teams. You don’t do that. Pat Dye, who coached at Auburn, was asked who was the best player he ever coached against, and he said immediately: ‘Brett Favre.’”

Wolf returned to the Jets offices and informed Dick Steinberg, the Jets general manager, that Favre would be the best player in the 1991 draft. Steinberg suggested that Wolf meant he was the best quarterback in the draft. No, Wolf said, Favre would be the best player in the entire draft.

Favre reinforced Wolf’s case by starring in the East-West Shrine Game, which, at the time, was an ideal showcase for senior college talent. So, the Jets approached the 1991 draft with Favre and Raghib Ismail, star wide receiver and kick returner from Notre Dame, as their potential top choices. When Ismail signed with the Canadian Football League, the Jets were all in on Favre. They had no first-round pick, because they had taken Rob Moore, a wide receiver from Syracuse, in a supplemental draft. In the second round, the Jets were picking third, behind the Cardinals and the Falcons.

“Dick Steinberg had worked a deal to move in front of Atlanta and we were going to take Favre with that pick,” Wolf recalled. “But when it comes down to it, the Cardinals call and say they’re not going to do it, the guy they want is there (Mike Jones, defensive end from North Carolina State). So, Atlanta takes Favre. And we pick Browning Nagle (quarterback from Louisville).” Nagle started 14 games in his professional career, and went 4–10, completing 48.7 percent of his pass attempts.

Favre’s rookie season consisted primarily of watching. He was activated for only three games. He played in only two. But Wolf’s judgment regarding Favre’s vast potential had not wavered in the least. And on December 1, 1991, just five days after Wolf was named Packer general manager, the Packers were scheduled to play the Falcons in Atlanta. Wolf told Packers president and chief executive officer Bob Harlan that he had two scouting assignments to wrap up for the Jets, so he would meet him in Atlanta for the game.

It was Harlan who had made the necessary decision to completely revamp the Packers’ football decision-making process by giving total authority and autonomy to a football man, in this case, Wolf. The Packers had been operating under a system in which authority on personnel matters was split between the head coach and the general manager, and final decisions rested with the team president. The Packers were essentially operated by a seven-man executive committee, which sat atop a 45-man board of directors. With Harlan’s decision, with Wolf’s newfound authority, the day of the well-meaning amateur had come to an end in Green Bay football.

“So, I’m sitting in the Atlanta press box Sunday morning,” Harlan said. “Ron comes in, sets his briefcase down, and the first thing he says—well, I guess he did say hello—is: ‘I’m going to go watch Atlanta’s backup quarterback. If his arm is as strong now as it was coming out of college, we’re going after him.’

“He left. So, I’m turning the flip card trying to figure out who in the heck this quarterback is. I thought when I turned over the flip card: ‘Who’s Fav-ray? I don’t know who this guy is.’”

Wolf recalls that Ken Herock, Falcons vice president of player personnel, approached him in the press box and said: “If you want to see Brett Favre throw, you’ve got to go down there now, because once the team comes out, they won’t let him take part in any team activities.”

How did Herock know that Wolf wanted to see Favre throw? After the 1991 draft, Wolf had called Herock. “He had two Number 1s in that draft—Bruce Pickens, a cornerback from Nebraska and Mike Pritchard, a wide receiver from Colorado. I called him and told him: ‘I would have traded both those guys you picked, plus a Number 2, for the guy you picked in the second round,’ ” Wolf said with a laugh. “So that’s how he knew.

 “So right away, I tell Bob I’m going to go down to the field and watch Brett Favre throw. But as I’m going down to the field, I’m surrounded by TV stations from Green Bay and Milwaukee, and they want to interview me. So, I never get down to the field. But I know now that I have an opportunity to get Brett Favre. So, I walk back up and tell this to Bob, that we have an opportunity to get this quarterback.

“Ron comes back to the press box,” Harlan recalled, “and he says: ‘We’re going to make a trade for Brett Favre, are you okay with that?’ And I said: ‘Ron, I promised you last week that you’ve got total autonomy with no interference. The last thing I’m going to do is tell you, no, we can’t do something like that.’ He said: ‘It’s going to be costly.’ I said: ‘Fine, let’s do it.’”

The trade with Atlanta came to fruition on February 10, 1992. The Packers got Favre, the Falcons received the 17th choice in the first round of the draft. They made a trade in which they swapped picks with Dallas, so they ultimately had the 19th pick. With that pick, the Falcons selected Tony Smith, a running back from, ironically enough, Southern Mississippi. He played three years, carrying the ball 87 times, before injuries ended his career. With the 17th pick, the Cowboys selected Kevin Smith, a cornerback from Texas A & M, who had a productive career, starting 93 games for Dallas.

 “Atlanta traded that 17th pick to Dallas, who picked a corner who could play,” Wolf said with a smile. “But a lot of people just attribute Tony Smith to that trade. I’ll go with that.”

Either way, it turned out to be a stroke of lasting genius. But there were moments when it didn’t appear that way at all. Wolf was thrilled with his new acquisition, so thrilled that he neglected to include the standard language in the deal with Atlanta, making the trade dependent on the player in question passing his physical.

“I was so anxious to get a quarterback, but here, they’re handing me the guy that I think, in 1991, is the best player in the draft,” Wolf said. “And all it’s going to cost me is a Number 1. I can’t believe that. So, I’m in such a hurry that I don’t put any specifications in the deal, such as ‘player must report and pass his physical.’ So, the deal is done. And invariably, what happens? He comes in and doesn’t pass the physical.”

Favre was diagnosed with a degenerative condition in his hip known as avascular necrosis, a lack of blood flow in the joint. It was a grim moment for Wolf. “They came up to my office and Domenic Gentile, our trainer, said: ‘You’ve got to send him back,’” Wolf said. “I’m sitting there thinking: Shit, I just bought a house. I’m going to be fired, for God’s sake. Here it is, February, and my whole world has come tumbling down.

“But I called Dr. (Patrick) McKenzie (an orthopedic surgeon and Packers team physician), because he had examined Favre when he was coming through the draft and I wanted to know why he hadn’t been involved in this thing. And so, Pat explained all this stuff, which was like Greek to me. I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. So, I said to him: ‘How long do you think he can play?’ He said: ‘Well, maybe four or five years.’ Shit, that’s all I had to hear. So, I went downstairs and said: ‘We’re passing him.’ I think he played a little more than four or five years.”

This episode taught Favre a few lessons. “I never was the sharpest knife in the drawer, but I learned a lot about avascular necrosis,” Favre said. “Obviously, Bo Jackson made that known nationwide—everyone knew about that. And I was failed by several teams when I came out. Oakland, really was very interested, so was Seattle, so was Atlanta. Oakland and Seattle did take a quarterback in the first round. They passed on me because of my hip, I think. And the Raiders also wanted Todd Marinovich.” (Marinovich was drafted by the then Los Angeles Raiders in the first round of the 1991 draft. He lasted only two years in the NFL and was later plagued by substance abuse issues.)

 “I think my hip deterred some people, the hip was just too much of an uncertainty for some teams,” Favre said. “Had I not had the hip, maybe I do go in the first round. I don’t know that for certain. Like I tell people all the time, they go: ‘Atlanta made a big mistake.’ I say: ‘I’m very thankful for Atlanta in the way things played out. Because I would not have gotten to Green Bay had it not been for Atlanta.’ So woulda, coulda, shoulda, it doesn’t really matter, that the hip was looming. Would it deteriorate like they said or not? I was betting on the not. Fortunately, it worked out.”

The other thing Favre learned was that Ron Wolf was willing to risk a considerable amount on behalf of giving his new quarterback a chance.

“I can’t thank the guy enough for taking a shot on me and staying with me and seeing something in me that others didn’t see,” Favre said. “He deserves all the credit. Look, I just did what he expected me to do.

“But you know what? If I were a GM and I stick my neck out for a player, I expect him to give me everything he’s got. I can’t promise you that he’ll play perfect week in and week out, I can’t promise you that he won’t get hurt. But what I would expect is, look, I’m sticking my neck out for you, you bust your ass, you do everything I ask you to do.’ And I did that. I’m not saying that braggingly. I did what he expected me to do. I wasn’t perfect, and it wasn’t, ‘I’m going to do this for Ron,’ but I just did what he wanted me to do, what he paid me to do. And that’s all you can ask for. When he says I deserve the credit, what did he pick me up for, what did he make the trade for? Because he knew in his mind that this kid was capable of great things. Ultimately, he was right.”

 Wolf essentially bet the remainder of his professional life on Brett Favre, questionable hip prognosis and all. Nobody knows that better or appreciates that more than the quarterback himself.

“He did that in a couple of ways,” Favre said. “He did it by the trade and by over-riding the physical. Not only did he stick his neck out in that regard, but he stuck his neck out from a physical standpoint, and he’s not a doctor.”

What emerged over time was not simply a quarterback who was capable of winning a championship, but a quarterback who became the first in NFL history to pass for more than 70,000 yards, with more than 6,000 completions and 500 touchdowns. Favre won three consecutive MVP Awards. And his durability would become the stuff of legend. Favre set an NFL record by making 297 consecutive starts; 321 counting the playoffs.

There are no expectations that reach that high for that sort of relentless refusal to take a day off.

“Even the great Ron Wolf can’t say: ‘I knew it all the time,’” Favre said. “I think he would have said what I would have said: ‘Then they’ll have to drag me off.’ I think he would agree to that. Now, will they drag you off after 321 games, or after 100? That’s not a question of how tough or not tough a person is. But I think you can meet someone and form a reasonable opinion of how tough they are, how knowledgeable they are. I think he gathered that, and he kind of said: ‘Raw, I agree. Tough? Absolutely, no doubt whatsoever. If he’s got a broken leg, he’s got a broken leg, he can’t play. I get that. But he’s going to fight through things that maybe other guys wouldn’t fight through. And that’s what we need because you need someone who’s going to be there week in and week out. And also, someone who’s mentally tough enough, equally important, to physical toughness.’

 “Maybe he saw that, maybe he saw that naïve toughness, if you will. I think he kind of calculated all of that stuff. I don’t think he would have said 321 but I think he would have said: ‘He will endure a lot more than most guys would.’ And it’s true, and it goes back to him sitting there brainstorming, thinking okay, the risk/reward thing is probably worth it.’”

There are countless examples of Favre overcoming injuries that would have kept lesser competitors off the field. The one that stands out in the minds of people who observed him closely occurred on November 12, 1995. The previous Sunday, in a loss to the Vikings in Minnesota, he had suffered a severely sprained left ankle that forced him out of the game in the third quarter.

In midweek, several reporters—myself included—were in the locker room at Lambeau Field when Favre hobbled in using a crutch. His ankle was swollen to a grotesque degree. Even more noticeable, was the fact that the swelling appeared to include all the colors of the rainbow. Favre had a gigantic, multi-hued ankle. It was more spectacle than body part.

After the quarterback had made his way, slowly and painfully, out of the locker room, we journalists on hand looked at each other, shook our heads and all agreed on this one notion: “He can’t play Sunday.”

But Brett Favre did play Sunday. He played against the Bears at Lambeau Field. He completed 25 of 33 passes for 336 yards. He threw five touchdown passes. The Packers needed every bit of his greatness in what became a 35–28 victory over the Bears.

The outlook for Favre during the week leading up to the Bears game didn’t include anything resembling those sorts of feats.

 “He didn’t practice all week and Sunday came around,” Mike Holmgren recalled. “The trainer Pepper (Burruss) said: ‘Well, we can wrap it up.’ I asked Brett: ‘Can you play?’ He said: ‘Well, I can’t run around.’ I said: ‘Can you drop back?’ So, he did some of that stuff.

“I said: ‘Okay, but if you’re a sitting duck and they’re banging on you too much, I’m taking you out. And don’t give me any pushback on that. If I think you’re too vulnerable, because you can’t move, I’m going to take you out of the game.’ He goes: ‘Okay, fair enough.’ And then he throws five touchdowns. That was remarkable.”

For the coach, it was a lesson in what an immobile Favre could achieve if he stayed within the system and ditched “the goofy stuff,” the improvisational gambits that he tried with some frequency. There was that, but this was also the triumph of the quarterback’s mentality over adversity. This was one of the most obvious examples of Favre’s ability to rise above injury, but it was far from the only one.

“His ankle was ugly,” Burruss said. “The thing that I still quiver about with that injury, that ugly, ugly ankle, people under their breath think he took a bunch of Vicodin and played on it. And the coach (Dave Wannstedt of the Bears) said: ‘They hoodwinked us. They said the ankle was bad and he’d never play, and he threw for five touchdowns.’ But we had no idea that he would throw five passes, let alone five touchdowns. It just became part of revisionist history to say, ‘We all knew, because he was a tough bastard.’ Well, at that time we didn’t know. He was writing his personal legacy at that time.”

“If you go back through my career, every time I had a serious injury that was going to keep me out the next week, I played my best football,” Favre says. “I can’t point to exactly what that was. Maybe the focus was at an all-time high. Knowing the limitations and what needed to be done. Knowing you couldn’t run around and they restricted you, made you focus. I don’t know. Maybe it helped in regard to calling plays; ‘we’re not going to call movement plays, because he can’t move.’ Maybe a simplicity concept had something to do with it.

“The mental toughness was I was determined to play at a high level, week in and week out regardless of whether I was hurt or not. I also remembered that I got my job because the guy in front of me (Don Majkowski) got hurt. If it was an injury he could bounce back from the next week or not, it didn’t matter, it was my opportunity.

“I always remembered that. And in the forefront of my mind, I don’t care how good you are or what you’ve done you can be replaced at any point. So, if you’re hurt and you think you can play, you better play and you better play well. My instinct was: ‘They’re going to have to drag me off because I’m not giving the next guy an opportunity, if I can help it.’ Had I sat out some of these games with the ankle, or with a broken thumb, no one would have questioned it at all, but the next guy goes in, and plays lights out, you’re replaceable. I always thought about that. I knew it was important to play because that’s what I was paid to do, and I loved to do it. You have to play injured, week in and week out. I relished that. I loved proving that I could do it in the toughest of circumstances.”

None of this could have been known in the winter of 1992, in the immediate wake of Wolf trading a Number 1 draft choice for a quarterback whose spot had primarily been at the end of the bench for the Falcons. Wolf received plenty of fan feedback that was less than friendly.

Mark Schiefelbein, an assistant director of public relations for the Packers at that time, and who later served the team in a variety of administrative positions, recalled one particular missive: “Ron got a greeting card from an attorney,” Schiefelbein said. You open it up and there is a middle finger and the message: ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Ron kept that all these years.”

“Another attorney wrote me a seven-page letter, hand-written, about what an idiot I was,” Wolf said. “I answered the letters. It was all like a form letter, but it was my signature, it wasn’t somebody else’s. I answered the letters, I did.

“I got some really pointed stuff,” Wolf recalled with a smile. “They all thought I was Dan Devine, they thought it was the John Hadl deal again.” (That was an infamous deal for the Green Bay franchise, made by Devine, then coach/general manager in 1974. Devine traded five draft choices—two first-rounders, two second and one third—to the Rams for Hadl, a proven quarterback, but also a 34-year-old quarterback. It turned out to be a dreadfully one-side deal, from which Devine and his team did not recover.)

The trade for Brett Favre was at the other end of the spectrum, for the player, for the general manager, and most important of all, for the Green Bay Packers.

Favre was excited by the trade. He said that he “kind of felt stuck” in Atlanta and “stuck” was an apt description. Chris Miller was performing reasonably well at quarterback. Jerry Glanville, coach of the Falcons at that time, had wanted the team to draft Browning Nagle rather than Favre. The trade, Favre knew immediately, was going to be a good thing. Even if he could not at that moment pinpoint Green Bay’s location on a map, he had in his mind the name of every Lombardi-era player who made a difference.

“Growing up, the Cowboys were my favorite team, but I knew all about the Packers,” Favre said. “I said this in my press conference early on, I wasn’t real sure where Green Bay was, but I knew it was up north and I knew it was cold. But more importantly, I knew who Paul Hornung was and, Bart Starr, and Ray Nitschke, Willie Wood and Willie Davis, Herb Adderley, and the list goes on and on. I was familiar with those names. So, to be a part of it, I was really excited.”

The core message Favre had in his initial public comments as a Packer was that if people were patient with him, they would eventually see that he would be worth that first-round draft choice. No matter how anybody else took that remark, Favre was being more honest than immodest.

“When I see old video clips of an interview or the way I played from the first couple of years in Green Bay, I sort of cringe, but in a smiling way because we know what the end result turned out to be,” Favre said. “But I’m like: ‘You were such a knucklehead.’ And I’ve said this, too, along the way, that I think one of my biggest assets at that time was being totally naïve to how hard and how great the odds were in favor of me failing rather than succeeding, especially succeeding the way it ultimately turned out.

“All those years, MVPs, a Super Bowl victory, my goodness. At one time, holding every passing record in the NFL for a guy who came from the wishbone—are you kidding me? So, I didn’t realize that. I didn’t think about it. I just thought: ‘If they let me play, it’s over. I’m going to succeed. Then it’s my team.’ When I watch those video clips, when I see those interviews, when I see those miked-up, I go: ‘Aw, if you only knew. If you only knew.’ And that was probably my biggest asset, because I didn’t know. I was kind of oblivious, to whatever. Had a lot of confidence. I was really raw, and I would have said that then, but I didn’t really realize how raw I was.”

Favre had qualities that endeared him to teammates, apart from even the singular ability and the unique durability.

“I’ve told people that Brett was the best teammate I ever had,” said LeRoy Butler, a cornerback when Favre arrived, who later became a perennial All-Pro strong safety. “The reason why, he went to all of these cultures in the locker room and introduced himself and started talking to people: ‘Hey, how’s it goin’? It was Don Majkowski’s team, but Brett, he had all this raw talent and his personality was just unbelievable. Such a nice guy. People were saying: ‘Quarterbacks don’t act like this.’ Normally, quarterbacks are divas, you know? They’re like too high-class. But he was very good with everybody. People liked him and had a lot of confidence in him.

 “We used to go against him in practice when he would do some of the opposing quarterback stuff. He threw a ball between (linebacker) Johnny Holland and (safety) Mark Murphy, hit (wide receiver) Perry Kemp. I said: ‘There’s a great quarterback. He’s not too scared to make these throws.’ Most quarterbacks would pull that down. Brett’s, ‘Nah, I can make that throw. I can make that throw.’ That was awesome.”

But with all that ability, all the personal accessibility, the rough edges could be rounded off at least to a workable extent. Wolf had picked an ideal individual, Holmgren, for that task, too. But the trade for Brett Favre was a move that started the Packers on the long road from irrelevance to the top of the National Football League.

“Brett needed somebody to believe in him,” Butler said. “When he got to Green Bay, people were saying: ‘Why did we give up a first-round pick for a quarterback when we got Don Majkowski?’ And lo and behold, Don Majkowski gets hurt. Ron foresaw all this stuff coming. I told him one year he was going to win the Nobel Prize for trading. He turned red. He said: ‘Don’t be saying that.’ I said: ‘No, man, you don’t know what you done.’ “

On the Tuesday after the Atlanta game, Wolf appeared before a meeting of the Packers executive committee to tell the committee members of his plan to trade for Favre. Favre, Wolf told the seven members of the committee, would be wearing jersey Number 4.

“I call on the legend of Number 4 that was Lou Gehrig,” Wolf recalls. “I tell these gentlemen sitting in that room that, in my opinion, what Lou Gehrig was to the Yankees, Brett Favre will be to the Packers. There will be people walking around wearing his jersey number, he will be the stepping stone of greatness for the Packers.

“I’m sure that when I left the room, they must have been all over Bob Harlan. ‘Bob, we’ve hired this fucking idiot? What in the hell?’” Wolf said with a laugh.

“But I was right about him. You saw people wearing his jersey and you saw a rebirth of the Green Bay Packers.”

Between Ron Wolf’s judgment and Brett Favre’s will to succeed, what looked initially like a truly long-shot proposition turned into a success story. Wolf and Favre still form a two-man mutual admiration society. And why not?

“He was the best player that I’ve ever been around in my 38 years in the league,” Wolf said of Favre. “And I’ve been around some really outstanding players. He was the kind of guy you wanted on your side.”

“Without that trade, with that genius mind, seeing something that others didn’t—including myself—all of this doesn’t happen,” Favre said. “I was confident, but I didn’t have to stick my neck out there. Ron did. Both he and I feel very confident that without Ron Wolf there is no Brett Favre.”

Now, in Green Bay, there was Ron Wolf. There was Brett Favre. The Packers had yet to play a game that counted in this new era, but with Wolf and Favre the Packers’ future would become immeasurably better than the recent past.


2

Wolf Finds the Right 
Head Coach

RON WOLF BELIEVED he had the right quarterback in mind when he took over the Green Bay Packers. The parallel task would be finding the right head coach.

On December 2, 1991, the day after the 1991 Packers played the Falcons in Atlanta, Wolf attended his first practice in Green Bay. He was not suitably impressed.

“We fly back from Atlanta Sunday night, Ron goes to practice on Monday,” team president Bob Harlan recalls. “He comes into my office on Monday afternoon. He says: ‘You’ve got a problem on your practice field. This team is 3–10 and they’re walking around like they’re 10–3.’”

Lindy Infante was then in his fourth season as the head coach of the Packers. From a 4–12 start in 1988, the team had moved forward to 10–6 in 1989, with some thrill-packed victories, leading to a sense that a corner had been turned. But the Packers had slipped to 6–10 in 1990. And they were slipping further, to 3–10, when Wolf observed them at practice in early December 1991.

Wolf would later say that the Packers he saw that day lacked, “a sense of urgency. So much of this business is a feel. You have a feel for a player, you have a perception of a team. And the feel wasn’t right there. I knew this (current situation) wasn’t going to work.

“I had no preconceived notion about Lindy Infante,” Wolf said. “He had a tremendous reputation as an offensive genius. But when I got there they were 3–9 and after Atlanta they were 3–10.

“I remember sitting down with him—and this is going to be hard for me because Lindy Infante has passed away—but I remember sitting down with him and he wasn’t very comfortable with me in there, obviously. And in the course of our conversation, he was telling me he had the third best offense in the NFC. That’s what I remember. That stuck. You can take a statistic and make it do anything you want it to do, but to sit there and tell me that, that was number one.

“Number two, I wanted to bring some guys in to look at, and maybe replace some guys who were on the team. He didn’t want to do that. So now, we had a conflict. It was just between us. I never said a word (publicly). He was telling me how important it was to have guys who knew the system. I had been through that before. I had been 0–26 in Tampa with guys that knew the system, but couldn’t play the game and that was not going to happen again.

“So, what I found there was a bunch of hard-working guys. Those coaches worked late. They were in there working. But the player base wasn’t that good. And the atmosphere wasn’t that good. They were 3–10, but they were acting like they were 10–3.”

Wolf was in Green Bay for a first-hand evaluation of the 1991 Packers because Harlan had made the unorthodox move of bringing in the new general manager 75 percent of the way through the season. Wolf had greatly impressed Harlan during a conversation they had four years earlier. Wolf had interviewed for the Packers GM job, but had withdrawn his name when it became clear that he would not have anything like total autonomy to make personnel decisions.

“Ron was my first choice,” Harlan said. “In fact, the first time I called him, I said: ‘You’re number one on my list, and I want to talk to you until you say yes.’

“I went to the executive committee in November of 1991 and said: ‘I want to totally change our football structure. The vote was 6–1 (to grant that power), one against it. One gentleman wanted to wait until the end of the year, go get a search firm, and do it that way. The others went along with it, so he said he would also go along with it to make it unanimous.

 “Fortunately, we had a very good relationship with the New York Jets. Ron was player personnel director for them then. Steve Gutman was the president of the team at that time. I called Steve and I said: ‘I know this is an unusual request, but we’re going to change our football operation. We’re going to give total autonomy to whoever we bring in. I want to hire Ron Wolf and I want to do it now. I want him to be here and tell me what’s wrong.’

“Steve and I were close enough, he said: ‘I’m fine with it, but I’ll have to call Dick Steinberg, my general manager.’ The next day, Dick calls me and says: ‘I’ll give you permission. This kind of opportunity doesn’t come along that often.’

“I know I did it at a strange time, but here was my reasoning: You normally hire the general manager in January. He comes in during the offseason and looks at the team on tape, saying: ‘This is good, this is bad, this is what we need to do prior to the draft.’ I wanted to have Ron come in and have him live with the team, travel with it, be on the airplanes, be at the practices, be around the coaches, and then come and tell me what’s wrong with the football team.”

The change in structure was fundamental and dramatic for the Packers. Bob Harlan was putting the future of the franchise in the hands of one man. Mere hours into the new general manager’s tenure, Harlan realized that he now had an exceptionally decisive individual running the Green Bay football operation. “Two days on the job and he had decided Brett Favre is going to be our quarterback and Lindy Infante is going to be out of here. Two days, a Sunday and a Monday and it happened that fast. I thought: ‘Thank God we brought him in in November and didn’t wait until January.’

“He was that decisive right from the start. He always did say to me: ‘Are you okay with this?’ And I always assured him that I was. As I look back on the nine years he was here, I’m sure I never told him ‘no’ to anything, because I had promised him that. It was important. If I was going to get somebody of his caliber, he had to know that he had that kind of authority.”

The Packers finished 4–12, after defeating the Vikings in Minnesota in the final game of the season. Wolf appeared in the locker room after the game. LeRoy Butler, later a Pro Bowl safety, but a second-year cornerback at that time, recalls the appearance as being brief but very much to the point.

“Ron comes in. I’m just a young pup now, I don’t know,” Butler says. “He said: ‘I’m going to make some changes. A lot of you guys may not be here as part of these changes. But I want to win a championship.’ He didn’t ask for any questions. He just turned around and left. He didn’t have a smile on his face. You could see him thinking: ‘I’ve got to find me a coach.’”

“Remember, I came from Florida State; we won 10, 11 games every year. So, it was hard the first two years in Green Bay. Lots of losing. It just seemed to me that we didn’t have a direction for the franchise. There was some talent, but there wasn’t enough to overcome the losing culture.”

 Infante was promptly dismissed. Next up, Ron Wolf would be looking for precisely the right head coach, the man who would play a central role in developing a new culture, a winning culture.

Mike Holmgren was front and center on NFL radar screens in the winter of 1991–92. He had never been a head coach at the professional level, but his work as an assistant appeared impeccable. He had learned offense from some of the brightest minds in the game: Bill Walsh at San Francisco, and before that, LaVell Edwards at Brigham Young University. The 49ers had won a Super Bowl with Holmgren as quarterbacks coach. They had won another with Holmgren as offensive coordinator.

True, Holmgren had been able to work with two quarterbacks who were on their way to the Hall of Fame—Joe Montana and Steve Young—but the closer you looked, the better Holmgren’s performance proved to be.

“He did some things in San Francisco that were incredible,” Wolf said. “One year (1986), Montana was hurt, and he had Mike Moroski and Jeff Kemp at quarterback and they went 10–5–1. In 1991, Steve Young was hurt, and they went 5–1 with Steve Bono at quarterback to finish 10–6. I was very impressed with that.”

This was Wolf’s one shot at getting exactly the right guy to coach his football team. He didn’t miss. What was the thought process for Wolf on this absolutely essential hire? It changed, but eventually headed in the right direction. Wolf interviewed what he described as “hot-shot college coaches.” But he determined that they could not fit his timetable.

“I wasn’t interested in hiring a college coach,” he said. “They have to learn. I had a heart attack, so I thought that I had limited time. And I did not want to waste time. I couldn’t wait for somebody to come in and learn about the league. That’s why I did a lot of what I did. I was impatient, in a lot of instances, to win. That’s why a lot of things happened.

“Originally my thinking on hiring a head coach, after I determined there wasn’t any way in the world I was going to keep Lindy Infante, I had to figure where I was going to go, who was the person I was going to hire,” Wolf said. “When I was growing up in the business, defensive guys were the hot guys: You hired Don Shula, Chuck Noll, people of that ilk. So, I’m thinking: ‘Who is a defensive guy that I can hire?’ But then you stop and think: ‘Who are the guys who are dominating the game right now? Joe Gibbs, offense. Bill Walsh, offense. Dan Reeves, offense.’ Well, blub, blub, blub. Maybe I should look offense.

OEBPS/Images/halfpage.jpg
RON WOLF #?
GREEN BAY

PACKERS





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
RON WOLF %
GREEN BAY

PACKERS

Mike Holmgren, Brett Favre, Reggie White,
and the Pack’s Return to Glory in the 1990s

MICHAEL BAUMAN





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Mike Holmgren,
Brett Favre,
Reggie White,
and the Pack’s
Return to Glory

in the 1990s o






