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To Art Taylor, the man who was most responsible for my becoming a writer. In 1992, when I was fresh out of college, he invited me to Boston and offered me a research internship. This opportunity exposed me to influential writers. At that point, I had never considered writing as a career choice. Art changed that. More important, he believed in me and took a personal interest in my future. It’s amazing how far a little encouragement can take you.

Over the years, Art read every one of my books, but he was particularly thrilled about this one. I was still working for him when Robert Kraft purchased the Patriots franchise in 1994. Art loved the Patriots, and when I told him in 2018 that I was writing a book on the Patriots’ dynasty, he told me that he could not be prouder. He couldn’t wait to read it. But in June 2019, Art passed away.

Art, this one’s for you and your lovely wife, Ann-Louise. Thank you for believing in me. Thank you for giving me a chance. I will always love you.






Prologue

Wearing a surgical mask, a gown, and latex gloves, Dr. David Berger stood over Drew Bledsoe and made a careful incision in his chest. It was the evening of Sunday, September 23, 2001, and high-intensity ceiling lights in a trauma bay at Massachusetts General Hospital illuminated the thirty-seven-year-old surgeon’s steady hands. Bledsoe, the starting quarterback for the New England Patriots, had an oxygen cannula in his nose and IV fluids flowing into his veins to resuscitate him. The twenty-nine-year-old had lost over a third of his blood through a partially severed artery that was pulsing into his chest cavity and preventing his left lung from expanding. Berger needed to get the internal bleeding under control or Boston’s most famous athlete would die. But first, he had to remove the blood from Bledsoe’s chest.

Inserting a slim tube in the incision, Berger gingerly snaked it under Bledsoe’s skin, over a rib, and into the space between the lung and the chest wall where the blood was pooling. Within moments, blood began flowing from Bledsoe’s chest through the tube into a machine equipped with filters that removed clots and other impurities. The machine then re-transfused the clean blood back into Bledsoe through a second tube that flowed into one of his veins.

As soon as Bledsoe’s lung started working again, Berger turned his attention to the sheared artery. When a patient loses a liter and a half of blood, standard medical protocol calls for surgery to stop the bleeding. But Bledsoe wasn’t a standard patient—he was the most talented quarterback in team history and had just signed a ten-year, $103 million contract that made him the highest-paid player in the National Football League.

Reluctant to operate, Berger talked to Bledsoe and his wife, Maura, together. The injury, he explained, was to Drew’s left chest. When a right-handed thrower like Drew brought the ball back, cocked his arm, and then extended it forward, he was rotating around on his left chest, using all of those muscles to generate the torque to throw. “I will have to cut at least some of those muscles,” Berger told Drew. Then Berger turned to Maura. “The procedure could potentially end his football career,” he told her.

Bledsoe was adamant that he didn’t want surgery.

Berger explained that sometimes an artery will stop bleeding on its own, averting the need for surgery. Under the circumstances, Berger recommended keeping the chest tube in and closely monitoring Bledsoe. If the bleeding didn’t stop within a few hours, he’d have no choice but to go in.



Two hours earlier, Berger had been at home enjoying a quiet dinner with his family when he received a call from Dr. Tom Gill, a New England Patriots team physician. Berger and Gill were friends. At Gill’s urging, the Patriots had started using Berger as a surgical consultant a couple of years earlier. Berger had a reputation for being the “busiest surgeon” at Mass General, where he performed about eight hundred operations a year. The moment he heard Gill’s voice, Berger knew this wasn’t a social call.

“Can you meet Drew over at the MGH emergency room?” Gill said in an urgent tone.

Berger asked what was going on. Gill said he wasn’t sure. Late in the fourth quarter, he explained, Bledsoe had been running with the ball toward the Patriots sideline when he was blasted by New York Jets linebacker Mo Lewis. The hit was so violent that players along the Patriots sideline compared the sound of the collision to a car crash. Bledsoe went airborne, and his face mask bent. After lying on the turf for a minute or so, he finally got up and made his way to the bench. He returned to the field on the Patriots’ next possession. But coach Bill Belichick replaced him moments later when it became apparent that Bledsoe couldn’t remember the plays. When the game ended, he was taken to the locker room to be examined. X-rays were inconclusive, but his vital signs were troubling. High heart rate. Faint pulse. Shallow breathing. He was complaining of pain in his left chest and was beginning to be short of breath.

“I think he has an internal injury,” Gill told Berger, wondering aloud if Bledsoe might have ruptured his spleen.

Berger knew that Bledsoe was the linchpin of the Patriots team, the face of the franchise.

“He’s on his way to the hospital?” Berger asked.

“We’re putting him in an ambulance now,” Gill said.

“I’ll be there.”



The Patriots’ backup quarterback, Tom Brady, used the locker next to Bledsoe’s in the team locker room. While changing out of his uniform after the game, Brady watched the medical staff escort Bledsoe from the training room. Brady was twenty-four and had just begun his second season in the NFL. He’d seen some big hits in college, but nothing like the one Bledsoe had sustained. And the sight of his friend and mentor being placed on a gurney and loaded into the back of an ambulance had him deeply concerned. Brady and Bledsoe were close. Brady often hung out at Bledsoe’s home, and Maura frequently cooked him dinner. He felt like he was part of the family.

Brady quickly got dressed and drove straight from the stadium to the hospital. It was his first trip to Mass General. Unrecognizable in Boston, he had trouble getting past security at the nurse’s station outside the trauma unit. He had to convince the hospital staff that he was Drew Bledsoe’s backup. Eventually, he talked his way in and followed signs to the waiting room, where he discovered Maura, alone and crying.

Brady put his arms around her. “What’s going on?” he asked.

Wiping her eyes, Maura brought him up to speed. “They’re deciding whether to go in and repair the artery,” she said. “If it doesn’t stop bleeding on its own, it could be career-ending.”

Brady couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Down the hallway, Robert Kraft huddled with one of the team doctors who were closely monitoring the situation. Kraft wanted to know the prognosis. The doctor was direct. Mo Lewis’s hit, he explained, had resulted in an injury unlike anything he’d ever seen in a professional athlete. When Lewis hit Bledsoe he broke a number of his ribs, despite the fact that Bledsoe was wearing a flak jacket. The jagged edges of the broken ribs tore an artery in Bledsoe’s chest, causing internal bleeding. The official medical diagnosis was that Bledsoe suffered a hemothorax—a collection of blood in the space between the chest wall and the lung. Roughly 50 percent of the blood circulating through Bledsoe’s body ultimately leaked into his chest and needed to be drained. He also had a pneumothorax—a collapsed lung. Apparently, one of his broken ribs had poked a hole in it.

The doctor told Kraft that Bledsoe could have died.

Stunned, Kraft had trouble keeping his emotions in check. Bledsoe was like a son to him. Kraft doubted he’d ever play football again. Gathering himself, he briefed Belichick, who had also come straight from the stadium. Belichick had seen his fair share of serious injuries. But Bledsoe’s situation was the worst. In that moment, he wasn’t thinking about football. He was just hoping Bledsoe would pull through.

Determined to stay until Bledsoe was stable enough to have visitors, Kraft and Belichick ducked into a waiting area. It was going to be a long night.



At around midnight nurses told Kraft, Belichick, and Brady that they could see Bledsoe. He slept as they quietly filed into his room and took their places beside his hospital bed. Blood was still flowing from the tube in his chest through the machine and back into one of his veins. He had an IV in his arm. Maura sat beside him, gently stroking his right hand. Kraft, Belichick, and Brady stood shoulder-to-shoulder over Bledsoe’s left side.

After a few minutes, Bledsoe opened his eyes. Groggy and disoriented, he first spotted Maura. She smiled and squeezed his hand. Then he turned his head to the left and looked up to see Mr. Kraft, Coach Belichick, and Tommy gazing down at him. Confused and still experiencing the effects of powerful pain medication, he wasn’t sure what they were doing there. To him, they looked like a vision from another time and place.

At that moment, Kraft owned a franchise that had never won a championship. Belichick’s overall record with the Patriots was 5-13. Brady had never started an NFL game. It was unimaginable to think that Bledsoe was staring up at the nucleus of the greatest sports dynasty of the modern era.






one END GAME
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Gillette Stadium was deserted. The goalposts had been removed, the scoreboards turned off. Under sunshine and blue sky, the home of the greatest sports dynasty of the twenty-first century was as serene as Walden Pond. Wearing jeans, a white T-shirt, and sneakers, Tom Brady was in his luxury box. Standing alone in the place where his family sat on game days to watch him perform, the most celebrated quarterback in NFL history gazed down at the field and the 65,000 empty seats surrounding it. It was just before noon on Sunday, September 1, 2019, one week before the New England Patriots franchise would unveil its sixth Super Bowl banner prior to kicking off the season opener against the Pittsburgh Steelers. In a rare moment of solitude, Brady contemplated that this would likely be his last season in New England.

A month earlier, Brady had turned forty-two, making him the oldest football player in modern history to lead a championship team. On the day after his birthday, he signed a new three-year contract with the Patriots. He’d long said that he planned to play until he was forty-five. But his new deal had an unusual provision that caused the contract to automatically void after the upcoming 2019 season. At that point, Brady would become a free agent with the option to re-sign with the Patriots, retire, or join another team. Uncertainty about Brady’s plans beyond the upcoming season loomed large over the organization. The consensus among sportswriters, football fans, and team officials throughout the NFL was that Brady would never leave New England for another team. Yet Brady and Patriots owner Robert Kraft had negotiated an exit clause that enabled him to do just that.

Brady viewed Kraft as a mentor, a confidant, and a father figure. His relationship with Kraft was the reason he had remained a Patriot for so long. For Kraft’s part, he had long treated Brady like a son. His emotional connection to his quarterback was so deep that once Brady reached his thirties, Kraft had spent the next decade doing whatever it took to deter head coach Bill Belichick from moving on from him. Although Belichick and Brady were the greatest coach-quarterback duo in history, they had become distant. They were the NFL’s version of Lennon and McCartney. Belichick was the introverted genius who spoke few words and intimidated people with his stare. Brady was the perfectionist who outworked everyone and needed approval. They rarely spoke to each other away from the stadium. But when Belichick put on a headset and Brady put on a helmet, they were on their own wavelength, enabling them to reach heights that everyone else could only gape at. In nineteen seasons together they won an unprecedented sixteen AFC East division titles, went to nine Super Bowls, and won six championships. They didn’t have to be friends to establish the Patriots as the envy of the league and the gold standard by which every future sports team would be measured.

The last thing Kraft wanted was for Brady and Belichick to break up and for Brady to finish his career in another uniform. But it was Kraft’s decision to give Brady the leverage to leave the Patriots at the end of the 2019 season. After such an epic run, he knew that the game’s two biggest stars were tired of playing on the same stage. The only hope of keeping the band together beyond 2019, Kraft felt, was to give Brady the power to dictate his own future. Maybe when he was free to walk away, he’d decide not to.

But Brady had already laid some of the groundwork for his departure. Earlier in the summer, he and his wife had gone through the process of finding a Realtor, signing a broker agreement, having a market analysis performed on their home, getting the property photographed, and preparing the listing. Less than twenty-four hours after Brady signed his one-year extension with the Patriots, his Boston area home went on the market.

Standing in his box, Brady swelled with gratitude. When he was a little boy, his hero had been Joe Montana. In New England, he’d gone places Montana had only dreamed about. Along the way, Brady got married, raised three children, built a home, started his own business, and won more championships than anyone in NFL history. Pondering, he took one more look at the empty stadium where he had evolved from a recent college graduate to a middle-aged man. “How did all of this happen?” he wondered.

He checked his watch. It was time to get ready for practice. Turning his back on the field and shifting his focus to the Steelers, he left his box and headed for the locker room. He was eager to start his twentieth season in New England.



Heading into the 2019 season, Bill Belichick was focused on one thing—winning the next championship. He liked his team’s chances. The roster was rich with mentally and physically tough guys who understood what it took to win. But Belichick, who was now sixty-seven, never stopped looking for players who could make the Patriots better. And on Saturday, September 6, 2019, he saw one who immediately piqued his interest. That morning, Oakland Raiders wide receiver Antonio Brown went on Instagram and called on the team to release him from his contract. Within hours, the Raiders obliged. And by 11:00 a.m., the league confirmed that Brown would be eligible to sign with another team at four that afternoon. Belichick immediately started working the phones to gather information.

Brown was considered the most talented wide receiver in the league. For six consecutive seasons in Pittsburgh, he caught more than one hundred passes and racked up more than 1,200 receiving yards, making him the most prolific receiver in Steelers history. But by the end of the 2018 season, he was openly feuding with quarterback Ben Roethlisberger and had become such a disruptive presence in the locker room that the team traded him to Oakland in 2019. After the Raiders offered Brown a three-year contract worth $54 million, he announced he’d be a “good force” in Oakland. Then he showed up for the first day of training camp in a hot-air balloon. Things went downhill from there. He started missing practices. He got into a feud with the league over his desire to wear a helmet that had been banned for safety reasons. The team fined him multiple times over absences. Eventually, things devolved to the point that Brown got into an altercation with the team’s general manager, prompting the Raiders to suspend him for the season opener. That’s when Brown took to social media, saying he wanted out of his $54 million contract.

Belichick recognized that Brown had a mercurial personality. In the space of one summer he’d worn out his welcome with two franchises. But the Patriots’ biggest weakness heading into 2019 was its receiving corps. Brady’s favorite target, tight end Rob Gronkowski, had retired in the offseason. And although they still had Julian Edelman, there were a lot of question marks beneath him on the depth chart. The addition of Brown would be a game changer that could make the Patriots’ offense all but unstoppable.

Normally, Belichick had full autonomy to make player personnel decisions. But in certain instances he knew he needed the owner’s blessing. Signing the most controversial player in the NFL certainly fit that category.

Belichick reached for his phone.



Although it was a Saturday and the Patriots front office was closed, seventy-eight-year-old Robert Kraft was at his desk. With just over twenty-four hours until the home opener, he was catching up on correspondence and making phone calls. The bank of television monitors on his wall was tuned to a variety of news, business, and sports channels. Antonio Brown’s image appeared on ESPN and the NFL Network as commentators for both outlets speculated on where the receiver might end up. Kraft muted the sound. The moment that the Raiders cut Brown, Kraft expected he’d get a call from Belichick. After being together for so long, he knew how Belichick rolled.

Belichick’s first game as head coach of the Patriots was against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers at Foxboro Stadium on September 3, 2000. That morning, Belichick gave Kraft a gift—a vintage photograph of Ted Williams and Babe Ruth. It came with a handwritten note.


Robert,

Thanks for giving me the opportunity to coach your team. Let’s hope we will be as successful as these two fellas.

Bill



The Patriots lost that day. They lost again the next week. And the week after that. And the week after that. It was October before Belichick got his first coaching victory in New England. His debut season didn’t exactly go as planned. The Patriots went 5-11 and finished in last place in the division. Both Belichick and Kraft came under fire. “I wouldn’t hire Belichick to run a Burger King,” a popular Boston talk show host said at the time. A top sports columnist wrote, “If the Pats owner cannot see why Belichick is wrong for his franchise, the team is doomed.”

Kraft stuck with Belichick. Over the ensuing nineteen years, Belichick established the highest overall winning percentage (.683) of all time among professional football coaches and became the only head coach to win six Super Bowls. During that eighteen-year span, the other three teams in the Patriots’ division—the Jets, Bills, and Dolphins—went through a combined twenty-four head coaches. The continuity and efficiency that stemmed from the Kraft-Belichick partnership had enabled the Patriots to always remain a step ahead of the competition.

The picture of Williams and Ruth still hung from Kraft’s office wall, although the ink on the note had faded. Kraft was staring at the image when his cell phone rang at 2:00 p.m.

Belichick cut to the chase. He thought he could sign Brown to a one-year contract. It would cost $15 million—a $10 million signing bonus and $5 million in base salary. But if he was going to do it, he had to act fast. Other teams were in the hunt.

“He obviously would help us a lot,” Belichick told Kraft.

Kraft brought up Brown’s erratic behavior.

“I don’t think he’s really that bad to deal with,” Belichick said. “Look, he hasn’t worked out much in the preseason. But he would help us. Believe me.”

“Do you know him?” Kraft said.

“I don’t have any direct relationship,” Belichick said.

“So that’s the risk,” Kraft said.

“I’m not really worried about that,” Belichick said.

“I believe he had a domestic-violence accusation in the past,” Kraft said. “How did that play out?”

“He’s a pretty good kid,” Belichick said. “Doesn’t drink. Doesn’t smoke. I’m not aware of any domestic violence.”

Belichick had another call coming in. It was from Raiders general manager Mike Mayock. “Let me take this,” he told Kraft. “I’ll call you back.”

Kraft sat at his desk, weighing the pros and cons of putting Brown on his payroll. In his mind, Brown’s pattern of behavior didn’t fit the Patriots’ brand. But there were other factors to consider. Uncertain whether Brady would leave in one year or two, Kraft knew that once he was gone it would be impossible to ever match what had gone on in Foxborough over the previous nineteen years. His priority was to extend the magic for a little longer.

Kraft called Brady.



Brady was home watching the Michigan-Army football game. He turned down the volume when he saw Kraft’s name on his caller ID. He listened intently as Kraft told him that he and Belichick were considering signing Antonio Brown.

“What do you think?” Kraft said.

Brady appreciated being asked. One of his biggest frustrations in recent years had been the way key personnel decisions that affected the offense were made without input from him. A week earlier, Belichick had cut backup quarterback Brian Hoyer and veteran receiver Demaryius Thomas. Brady had great chemistry with Hoyer, who was thirty-three and had a wife and kids. Brady considered him an important asset to the offense. And with the Patriots lacking depth at wide receiver, Brady would have preferred to keep an experienced receiver like Thomas on the roster as well. It aggravated him that after two decades as the team’s quarterback, he still wasn’t a part of the conversation before important moves were made. So he appreciated the fact that Kraft was seeking his input on whether to sign Antonio Brown.

“I’m all for it,” he told Kraft. “One hundred percent.”

“So you support it one hundred percent?” Kraft said.

“A thousand percent!” Brady said.

The last time he had a wide receiver with Brown’s talent was when Belichick traded to get Randy Moss in 2007. That year, Brady set an NFL record for touchdown passes and Moss set an NFL record for touchdown receptions. For Brady, the prospect of throwing to Brown gave him something to look forward to.

“Well, you deserve it,” Kraft said.

Brady was so thrilled that he couldn’t wait to get on the practice field with Brown.

“All right,” Kraft said. “Here we go. I love you.”

Kraft immediately called his fifty-five-year-old son, Jonathan. Savvy and fiercely loyal, Jonathan Kraft oversaw the Kraft Group’s business operations and had been the Patriots team president since his father purchased the franchise in 1994. He was to his father what Bobby Kennedy was to JFK—his most trusted confidant. The Krafts had talked earlier in the day about the likelihood of Belichick pursuing Brown. Now, Jonathan listened as his father explained that it was in motion and that he had already looped in Brady.

“This is risky,” Robert said. “Bill doesn’t know Brown. If Tom was ambivalent, I wouldn’t support it.”

Jonathan agreed that Brady being on board was important. He also shared his father’s concerns about Brown’s unpredictability. But Belichick was the mitigating factor. He had a long track record of bringing controversial players to New England and getting them to conform.

Minutes later, Belichick called Kraft back. He had talked to the Raiders. The Patriots, he assured Kraft, were free to strike the deal with Brown.

“Are you prepared to do it?” Kraft said.

“Yeah,” Belichick said.

Kraft hesitated. He was still uneasy about signing Brown. But he desperately wanted to keep Brady in New England beyond 2019. And the clock was ticking.

“Make the deal,” he told Belichick.



The next day, Antonio Brown arrived in New England, a sixth Super Bowl banner was raised at Gillette Stadium, and the Patriots blew out the Steelers to start the season. But things went sideways with Brown, as we’ll see. The season—the twentieth that Kraft, Belichick, and Brady spent together—was filled with frustration. Six weeks after it ended, the quarterback of the greatest sports dynasty of the twenty-first century left the Patriots and joined the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. The departure of the most revered athlete in Boston’s storied history marked the end of a golden era the likes of which the football world has never witnessed. The way it ended brought bigger meaning to Brady’s question from the luxury box: How did all of this happen? How was the dynasty built? How did it survive for two decades? As Belichick and Brady split up, the sports world would also be asking: Why did it end this way?

The answers proved to be complex. And when retracing the origins of an epic journey, the best place to start is the very beginning.






two BOBBY
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The Peppermint Twist” by Joey Dee & the Starliters was playing on the radio and astronaut John Glenn was on the cover of Life magazine when twenty-year-old Robert Kraft ducked into Ken’s Coffee Shop in the Back Bay section of Boston a little before midnight on February 2, 1962. Home from Columbia University for the weekend, he was with three college buddies who went by nicknames—Moose, Pig, and Snake. Kraft was simply “Bobby.” He was the ringleader. Despite the late hour, the coffee shop was hopping. While the other guys looked up at the menu board, Kraft couldn’t take his eyes off the girl standing ahead of them in line. Her dark hair was in a band and she wore a cable sweater and a mid-length skirt with knee socks and a pair of Weejuns penny loafers. She was with a guy and another couple. When the boy with her got out of line to use the restroom, Kraft tried to strike up a conversation.

“Do you go to Barnard?” he said.

She looked at him. “No, I go to Brandeis.”

The girl in the preppy clothes seemed uninterested in his small talk.

Kraft watched her and her friends crowd into a booth, and he led his friends to an adjacent one. After making eye contact with the Brandeis girl a couple of times, Kraft whispered in Moose’s ear, “Find out her name.”

A burly football player, Moose was also gregarious. He leaned over the booth and made the ask. Then he scribbled MYRA HYATT on a paper napkin and pushed it across the table. Kraft slipped it into his pocket.

When Myra stood up to leave, Kraft winked at her, and she winked back.

The next morning, Kraft telephoned the main switchboard at Brandeis and asked to be connected to Myra Hyatt’s room. He spelled her last name for the operator.

“I’m sorry,” the operator said. “There’s no one here with that last name.”

Kraft figured that Moose must have misspelled her name.

“Well, her first name’s Myra,” he told the operator. “Maybe start at the top of the H’s and see if you see a Myra.”

“There’s a Myra Hiatt, spelled H-I-A-T-T,” the operator said.

“That’s it,” Kraft said.

She connected him. Moments later, Hiatt’s roommate answered. She told Kraft that Myra was studying at the library. He thanked her and hung up.

None of the girls he had dated would have been found in the library after being out late on a Friday night. Despite being the president of his class at Columbia and an accomplished student, he couldn’t help wondering if Myra Hiatt was too serious for him.

Undeterred, he talked his uncle into letting him borrow his car for the day and drove to Brandeis, located the library, and searched all the study areas. No Myra. Discouraged, Kraft headed for the door. On the way out, he ran into a friend who attended Brandeis. He asked him if by chance he knew a girl named Myra. The friend nodded and motioned for Kraft to follow him to the one area he hadn’t checked—the stacks, where Hiatt had her face buried in a book.

Kraft thanked his friend and approached Hiatt.

“Hi,” he said.

She looked up and immediately recognized him.

He introduced himself as a junior at Columbia. She volunteered that she was a sophomore.

“I’d like to take you out tonight,” he said in a hushed voice.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“Why not?”

“My boyfriend is coming home from a ski trip today, and we’re going out tonight.”

Kraft paused. Suddenly, he was getting the picture. Her boyfriend could afford to go skiing in Vermont on weekends. Myra Hiatt was out of his league and already spoken for. Those were two big strikes against him. The safe play was to bow out gracefully and move on.

But what happened next in the Brandeis library foreshadowed how and why Robert Kraft would one day pull off a series of unthinkable feats—acquiring the New England Patriots at the end of a ten-year legal and financial odyssey, choosing Bill Belichick as a head coach despite repeated warnings that doing so would be a grave mistake, and convincing Tom Brady to remain in New England for an unprecedented twenty consecutive years as his quarterback. Perseverance, instinct, and persuasiveness—the three qualities that enabled Kraft to build and sustain the longest-running dynasty in American team sports history—were part of his DNA long before everyone knew his name.

Kraft pulled up a chair, sat down, and faced Hiatt. “Look,” he told her, “I went through a lot of trouble and effort to get here and to find you. I’d really like to go out tonight.”

For Hiatt, it wasn’t so much what he said, but how he said it that won her over. He wasn’t forceful. His tone was soft. The entire time he spoke, he looked her in the eyes. And despite being unabashedly direct, he came across as refreshingly sincere, to the point of appearing vulnerable.

As Kraft spoke, Hiatt’s mind raced. She had been dating the same boy for four years. They’d been a couple since midway through high school. But she sensed that the guy who had winked at her the night before in the coffee shop and who was now staring into her eyes was different. There was something charming about his persistence. I mean, he tracked me down in the library! Who does that?

Intrigued, Hiatt went back to her dorm and telephoned her mother, who agreed to call the boyfriend and make up a phony story for why Myra couldn’t go out that night.

Kraft returned later that evening and took Hiatt to a pizza place in Cambridge, where they spent two hours talking. Kraft peppered her with questions. Where did you grow up? What are you studying? Do you have plans after college? What about your family?

Born in 1942, Hiatt grew up in Worcester. Her father, Jacob Hiatt, was fluent in five languages and had been a district judge in Lithuania. Two years after Adolf Hitler was appointed chancellor of Germany, Jacob immigrated to the United States, where two of his brothers were already living. Jacob’s parents, his sisters, and one other brother remained in Lithuania and were later killed in the Holocaust. After settling in Massachusetts, Jacob took a job making shoe boxes for his brother’s store. Later, he borrowed the money to purchase a small paper box company, which supplied the boxes for his brother’s shoe business. Jacob’s company ultimately became the Rand-Whitney Corporation.

As a result of her father’s success, Myra had grown up with the trappings of privilege. She attended private schools, was well read, and loved the theater. She had an eye for fashion and a taste for fine food. At the same time, she was saddled with her parents’ high expectations, especially when it came to education. Her father was a trustee at Brandeis. Myra was probably heading to law school.

Listening to Hiatt, Kraft couldn’t help thinking how different his upbringing had been from hers. Born in June 1941, Kraft was the middle child in a tightly knit, conservative-orthodox Jewish family. They lived on the second floor of a three-story walk-up in a blue-collar neighborhood in Brookline, Massachusetts. His aunt Zelda and her family occupied the first floor. The Hamburgers, Jewish immigrants from Germany, lived on the third floor. Robert’s father, Harry Kraft, scratched out an honest living selling plus-size women’s clothing out of a shop near Chinatown in Boston. Outside of work, Harry dedicated all of his time and resources to his role as president of the most prominent Jewish synagogue in town. Harry studied the Torah every morning and the Bible every night. He never watched television. Never owned a car. And throughout his life he insisted on tithing, meaning he gave 10 percent of his income to his synagogue for charitable purposes. “A good name is more important than oil or gold,” he frequently reminded his children.

Despite being a devout Jew, Harry Kraft married Sarah Webber, a petite, blue-eyed, blond woman from Nova Scotia who was born Jewish but was raised in a non-observing family. Webber attended a school run by nuns and grew up singing “God Save the King.” A voracious reader who smoked two packs a day and liked to sit home alone on the Jewish Sabbath and listen to opera, Sarah managed the Kraft family finances and stressed to her children the importance of frugality, manners, and education. She kept a sign in the kitchen that read: “Hard work, savings, and perseverance are the main things in life.” Growing up, little Bobby Kraft looked at that sign every morning while eating breakfast.

It wasn’t until Kraft was a teenager that he started to appreciate the significance of his father, who was so religious, marrying someone who was not observant. From his father’s example, Kraft learned the importance of loving unconditionally and that people who profess to be religious are sometimes the most judgmental. “My father’s the one who instilled spirituality in me,” Kraft would later say. “My mother was the tough one. My successes in business stemmed from the lessons she taught me. I lucked out having parents like them.”



After pizza, Kraft drove Hiatt back to Brandeis and parked the car outside Hiatt’s dorm. “So what about you?” she said. “What’s your story?”

Rather than mention that his parents didn’t own a home or a car, Kraft talked about his ambitions. He had been president of his class at Brookline High School and was elected by his peers to the same position at Columbia. President John F. Kennedy was a role model. Kraft had even volunteered on Kennedy’s presidential campaign. Politics appealed to Kraft, but his father wanted him to become a rabbi. It was a burden that weighed heavily on him. He explained that his father was a beloved figure in the Jewish community who taught hundreds of children at Temple Kehillath Israel Religious School every week. The children’s parents compared him to Julie Andrews with the Trapp family.

The last thing Kraft wanted to do was disappoint his father. “He’s the greatest man I know,” he told Hiatt. But Kraft wasn’t drawn to spending his life as a Jewish religious leader. His two biggest passions were sports and business. He told Myra he was planning to attend Harvard Business School after he graduated.

They ended up talking for nearly three hours. At times, he put the engine on to heat the car. He also turned on the radio. When Hiatt heard the opening chords to “Moon River,” she said, “I love this song,” and reached for the volume nob.

Breakfast at Tiffany’s was in theaters, and Audrey Hepburn’s character, Holly Golightly, performed an acoustic version of the romantic ballad in the film. The hit topped the charts and would go on to win an Academy Award and a Grammy for Song of the Year. As the music crackled through the car radio, Hiatt knew all the words and wasn’t afraid to sing them.


Oh, dream maker, you heart breaker

Wherever you’re goin’, I’m goin’ your way



Smitten, Kraft saw a little Holly Golightly in Hiatt. Beautiful. Clever. Worldly. Sitting there, watching Hiatt’s lips move, he felt as if he were in a movie. It was a feeling that he didn’t want to end.

Leaning against the passenger door and staring back at him, Myra could not foresee that Bobby Kraft would become infinitely more successful than her father. Nor was it imaginable that the boy who had to borrow his uncle’s car for a date would go on to rub shoulders with presidents and prime ministers, and form close friendships with some of the world’s greatest entertainers from the industries of sports, music, and film. Rather, she was just going off what she felt in the moment—that the guy behind the wheel had a certain flair, like a man who knew where he was headed in life. She looked at him and said: “Marry me.”

Kraft was speechless. Earlier that day he’d just been trying to figure out how to get her to say yes to a date, and suddenly she was proposing marriage. And she didn’t pose the idea as a question; her tone was matter-of-fact. At the time, Kraft was dating a number of girls, one of whom he’d been seeing for some time. But no girl had ever made him question himself the way Myra did. Am I good enough for her? Do I measure up? He wasn’t sure. But he knew he’d never felt so enamored of a girl.

Nonetheless, the notion of committing to marriage on a first date seemed completely irrational. Everything about the proposition—right down to the fact that it came from her, not him—was unconventional. Yet a voice inside him was telling him, Do it. He decided not to hesitate.

That night they made a pact not to tell their parents that they were getting married. Not yet, at least. In the meantime, Kraft handed Hiatt his fraternity pin to commemorate their informal engagement. She pinned it to her bra, where it remained for six months, until Kraft cashed in the savings bonds he had received for his bar mitzvah when he was thirteen. He used the money to purchase an engagement ring. Then, in June 1963, a little over a year after they met, they married, right after Kraft graduated from college. For a wedding song, they chose the one they’d heard on the radio on their first date.

With family and friends looking on, Robert and Myra Kraft danced while she whispered along in his ear:


Two drifters, off to see the world.

There’s such a lot of world to see.








three FATHERS AND SONS
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Standing at the kitchen sink, looking out the window, Myra Kraft saw her husband pull into the driveway of their Brookline home. It was late in the afternoon one day in the spring of 1971.

“Dad’s home!” she yelled to her sons.

Seven-year-old Jonathan, the eldest of four, ran to the front door, threw his arms around his father’s neck, and kissed him on the cheek.

“Come here,” Kraft said softly, taking his son by the hand and leading him to the parlor. “I want to show you something.”

Sporting thick sideburns and a gray Brooks Brothers suit, Kraft placed his briefcase on a small end table and manipulated the gold-plated, three-digit combination locks on each side of the handle. Jonathan’s eyes widened as the case popped open. Peering inside, he spotted perforated strips of shiny white paper. Each one was embossed with a miniature Patriots football helmet.

“These are season tickets to the Patriots in their new home,” Kraft said.

His mouth open, Jonathan ran his fingers over the glossy tickets, touching the helmets of the opposing teams: Oakland Raiders, Detroit Lions, Baltimore Colts, New York Jets.

Just one year earlier, the Boston Patriots had joined the National Football League. Although the team finished with the league’s worst record at 2-12, Kraft was optimistic about the upcoming ’71 season. Awarded the number one pick in the draft, the Patriots had just selected Stanford quarterback Jim Plunkett. The team had also changed its name to the New England Patriots, and they were moving into the newly constructed Schaefer Stadium in Foxborough.

“We have season tickets to the Patriots?” Jonathan said.

Kraft nodded.

For Jonathan, the best part was that he and his brothers were going to get to spend Sunday afternoons at Dad’s side, watching Dad’s favorite team play Dad’s favorite sport.

That night, Jonathan and his six-year-old brother, Danny, couldn’t sleep. A recent issue of Sports Illustrated with Jim Plunkett on the cover was atop their dresser. In their beds with the lights out, they were talking about what it was going to be like to see Plunkett play up close.

Suddenly, their whispers were interrupted by yelling.

“Buying tickets to football games?” Myra shouted. “What were you thinking?”

Robert tried to explain.

“We can’t afford it!” she said.

“We’ll be fine,” he insisted.

“And the games are on Sunday,” she continued. “The boys have to go to Hebrew school on Sunday.”

“Myra, I’ll take them to the games after Hebrew school ends.”

Myra had looked at the tickets. The game times conflicted with the school schedule. “C’mon, Robert,” she said.

Whenever Myra started calling him Robert, he knew he was in trouble.

Jonathan was too young to know anything about the family finances or how Hebrew classes might be affected. All he knew was that the situation sounded pretty serious. He had never heard his mother yell at his father. Neither had Danny.

“I guess Dad really messed up,” Danny whispered.



The first football game was played at Schaefer Stadium on August 15, 1971. It was an exhibition contest against the New York Giants. The game produced what was generally regarded as one of the worst traffic jams in Massachusetts history. The only two-lane road to the new stadium was so snarled that thousands of fans never made it in time to see the game. Still, the Patriots’ 20–14 victory was witnessed by tens of thousands of people. Kraft and his two eldest sons were among them, sitting on aluminum benches in row 23 of section 217, cheering so loudly that they nearly lost their voices.

The stadium’s eight hundred toilets stopped flushing that day. Drains overflowed and hideous odors wafted through the stands. The drinking fountains failed. And it took four hours to make the thirty-mile drive home afterward. Kraft didn’t mind. As a thirty-year-old father, he was focused on the priceless memories. The expression on his sons’ faces as they entered an NFL stadium for the first time. The way they held the game program as if it were a treasure. And the feeling of their little arms around his waist when the Patriots scored a touchdown. Kraft was working seventy-hour weeks, traveling back and forth to Canada, trying to build a business. Patriots games with his boys, he knew from the outset, would be a great escape from everything else he had going on in his life.

Right after finishing business school, Kraft had gone to work for his father-in-law at the Worcester-based Rand-Whitney Corporation, which manufactured corrugated boxes and fancier packaging, such as cosmetic boxes. Three years later, Kraft struck out on his own, starting a small box factory in Chelmsford, Massachusetts. He soon figured out that the real money in the paper and packaging industry was in the commodity itself, not in converting it to packaging. One day he read in the Wall Street Journal about a government-backed, state-of-the-art paper mill being constructed in Newfoundland and Labrador, the easternmost province of Canada. The Labrador Linerboard mill promised to feature “the latest advances in mechanization, process technology, and pollution control.” Upon completion it would convert black spruce lumber into brown paper known as “linerboard,” the very product that Rand-Whitney relied on in its Worcester plant to make corrugated boxes. Kraft decided to bid against a number of big companies, such as International Paper, that were competing to become the sales agent to market the new mill’s output.

Aware that the Labrador Linerboard mill was capable of producing a thousand tons of brown paper per day, Kraft pledged to either sell two hundred thousand tons per year or pay the Canadian government for what he couldn’t sell. His bold “take or pay” offer, which none of the big paper companies would match, convinced Newfoundland’s premier to choose Kraft as the mill’s exclusive sales agent. After getting the contract in Canada, Kraft formed International Forest Products (IFP) to buy and sell the raw materials coming out of the mill.

Within six months of Kraft starting his commodities trading company, President Richard Nixon instituted price freezes on paper milled in the United States. At the time, the United States was the biggest producer of linerboard in the world. With foreign importers suddenly scrambling to find alternative sources, Kraft started getting calls from all over the world. Soon he was exporting paper from Newfoundland to London, Korea, and Iran. He eventually added customers in Spain and Portugal. He expanded his business to include shipping raw materials and extending credit to manufacturers in developing countries. By the end of the seventies, he became the first independent exporter of brown paper to China.

Kraft had so much success at IFP that he bought out his father-in-law and took over Rand-Whitney Packaging Corporation. By age thirty-one, he owned two companies doing business in the global economy.



Since her husband was away so much on business, Myra Kraft eventually came around to the idea of her sons spending Sunday afternoons in the fall with their father at Schaefer Stadium. “My dad, in his unique way of salesmanship, convinced her that it was okay,” Dan Kraft said. “Because of his upbringing, religion was a pillar of his life. He knew it was important. But he also knew how hard we were working to prepare for our bar mitzvahs, and he recognized that we needed time to have fun, too.”

On the Saturday night prior to each home game, Kraft would handwrite notes to his sons’ Hebrew class teachers and slip them under the boys’ pillows before bedtime.


Dear Mrs. Cohen, please excuse Daniel at 11:30. He has a family commitment. Sincerely, Mr. Kraft



On Sundays they had the routine down to a science. At 11:15 sharp, Kraft would enter Provisers deli around the corner from the school and order “the usual”—four sandwiches on bulky rolls; two corned beef and two roast beef with mustard. Minutes later, he’d emerge with a brown paper bag and pull up to the school in his dark green Porsche 911S. At 11:30, Jonathan, Daniel, and Josh would run out of the building and cram into Dad’s sports car as if they were breaking out of jail. While Kraft sped to Foxborough, the boys tore into the brown bag. By the time they reached the stadium, the only available parking spots were a mile away. But the parking attendant at the lot closest to the stadium entrance always reserved a spot for Kraft. The attendant loved his Porsche because it reminded him of the model that Steve McQueen drove in the 1971 film Le Mans. Just before kickoff, Kraft would approach the LOT FULL sign, slip the attendant a twenty-dollar bill, and pull into the space reserved just for him. Moments later, he’d push his boys through the ticket turnstile and away they’d escape for three hours of cheering alongside fellow New Englanders. It felt like belonging to one giant family.

When Kraft’s youngest son, David, was old enough, he went to the games, too. By then, Kraft had expanded his business ventures by building a manufacturing plant in the Alborz Mountains in Iran and investing in a packaging company in Israel. Despite the frequent travel abroad, his commitment to making it back home in order to be in Foxborough with his sons for every Patriots home game only intensified. Those dates were hallowed like Jewish holidays on the Kraft family calendar.

Kraft even flew with his sons to Houston on one occasion in 1980 to see the Patriots play the Oilers in the Astrodome on Monday Night Football. Danny Kraft, who was fifteen by that time, had proposed the idea to his father, and Kraft turned it into a weekend adventure. On the day of the game, Kraft and his four boys visited the Houston Galleria Mall, where they ran into Patriots star tight end Russ Francis in a men’s clothing store. For the boys, the encounter was as thrilling as the game.

“Ranking the highlights of my youth, going to Houston is right up there as one of my best memories,” Jonathan reflected. “The Oilers had Earl Campbell, who was this mythical figure. The Astrodome, if you were a kid and a sports fan, was the coolest thing ever. And we met Russ Francis, who was as big as Gronk at the time, and he was really nice to us. The trip caused us to miss a couple days of school, and my mother was apoplectic about that, but this was my father with his boys, doing what he enjoys most.”



For a man who had grown up in a very religious family, with a father who had hoped his son would become a rabbi, Robert Kraft appeared to have ended up in a faraway place. Occupationally, that was certainly true. But Kraft’s connection to his sons through football was an outgrowth of his close relationship with his own father. Much later in his life, after he had owned the Patriots for twenty-five years, Kraft was asked: “What was your favorite thing to do with your dad when you were a little boy?” After some reflection, he replied, “Study the Old Testament. We used to go to services on the Sabbath, have lunch, and then afterwards, study.” Pondering that memory for a few moments, Kraft added: “I didn’t really like it at the time, but it was very good. I didn’t realize it then, but the lessons I was learning would later help me in all types of situations both personally and professionally.” In retrospect, Kraft revered his father for the way he lived his life and for instilling in him a set of ethical and spiritual beliefs.

Like most young boys, however, Kraft didn’t get a thrill out of scripture study. His passion was playing and watching sports, but sports were not encouraged in his home. Although Kraft grew up within walking distance to Braves Field and attended a lot of Braves games as a kid, he never went with his father. It wasn’t until he had his own sons that he finally got to combine his two favorite pastimes—sports and spending time with family. In that respect, the Patriots represented something bigger than football in the Kraft home.

“For us, family was real important,” said Jonathan Kraft. “But our family wasn’t geared around religion. Not that we weren’t religious. We were. But it wasn’t the centerpiece of our lives. I think my father chose sports. The Patriots really were the ‘religious’ centerpiece for our family. It started with him getting us out of Hebrew School early to go to Patriots games.”



If we only had a chance to own the team. Kraft said that to himself countless times while watching the Patriots suffer through losing seasons. As the years wore on, it became more and more evident that the team he and his boys loved was poorly managed. “Sitting in the stands,” Kraft said, “I would dream of what our family could do with the team.”

The problem was that the team was in the hands of another Boston family with designs on controlling it for generations. William “Billy” Sullivan had been the Patriots’ owner since the inception of the American Football League in 1959. That year, Sullivan had put up $25,000 and been awarded the franchise rights to enter the Boston Patriots in the newly formed league. He’d been at the helm ever since. Eventually, he promoted his son Chuck to be the Patriots’ executive vice president and his other son, Patrick, to be the general manager.

Kraft got to know Billy Sullivan and from time to time would tell him the same thing—if you ever decide to sell the team, I hope you’ll call me and give me a shot at it.

Sullivan never called. He simply had no incentive to sell. Plus, his sons were waiting in the wings to succeed him.

Kraft couldn’t help thinking he’d never get his shot. Then he got some unexpected help from a most unlikely source. At the end of 1982, Michael Jackson released Thriller. It sold a staggering 100 million copies and propelled him to global superstardom, cementing him as the “King of Pop.” Soon thereafter, Jackson announced he was going on tour with his brothers. The Victory Tour, as it was billed, was projected to be the highest-grossing concert tour in history.

By this point, Schaefer Stadium had been renamed Sullivan Stadium. When Billy Sullivan’s son Chuck, who ran Sullivan Stadium, heard about the tour, he saw an opportunity to help his father. At the time, the Patriots were in deep financial trouble and were considered to be the weakest link in the NFL chain of franchises. The Sullivan family was paying several million dollars a year in interest just to service the loans that they were relying on to meet the team’s payroll and keep the lights on at the stadium. Hoping to persuade the Jacksons to perform three shows in Foxborough, Sullivan flew to Los Angeles to meet with their representatives. It was a fateful trip that would end up changing the fortunes of the Sullivans, the Krafts, and the National Football League.



Chuck Sullivan got what he was after. The Jacksons agreed to perform a series of concerts in Sullivan Stadium. If Sullivan had stopped there, things might have turned out very differently. But after talking with a representative from the Jacksons’ record label, Sullivan learned that the tour’s promoter had unexpectedly backed out. Jackson was looking for a replacement. That gave Sullivan another idea. While running the Patriots with his father, he had been the promoter for a number of big concerts at their stadium. He figured that if he could get himself named as promoter of the Jackson tour, he’d score a big enough windfall to wipe out his father’s debts altogether and put the Patriots organization on firm financial footing. So he made the Jacksons an offer they couldn’t refuse—an up-front advance of $41 million and 75 percent of anticipated gross revenues from ticket sales. Those numbers were naively outlandish. The industry standard for performers at that time was closer to 50 percent of gross ticket revenues. Sullivan was effectively guaranteeing that the Jacksons would be paid as if every show had sold out, whether or not they actually did.

Again, Sullivan got his wish. In 1984 he was named promoter of the Victory Tour and placed in charge of booking dates and venues throughout the United States. To bankroll the tour, he had to borrow money. His initial installment of $12.5 million was due to Jackson at the start of the tour. To cover the loan, Sullivan put up Sullivan Stadium as collateral. It seemed like a safe bet. After all, he had Michael Jackson.

But Sullivan was in way over his head. First, he vastly underestimated what it would cost to transport not one but two 175-ton stages from city to city, where they had to be constructed and then disassembled at each venue. Second, his expectation of profiting from his status as an NFL owner backfired. He had been counting on discounted terms for stadium rentals at other pro football venues, but instead he ended up paying premium rates. Finally, on top of everything else, Foxborough officials inexplicably denied Sullivan’s permit for the Jacksons to perform in Sullivan Stadium. All three shows were quashed, forcing the Sullivan family to forfeit their big payday.

Chuck Sullivan had intended for his Victory Tour gambit to rescue his father from financial peril and enable him to hold on to the Patriots, but it did just the opposite. While Jackson’s tour did indeed finish up as the highest-grossing in history, Chuck Sullivan personally lost at least $20 million, which, according to published reports, amounted to virtually all of the Sullivan family’s net worth.

One year after becoming the tour’s promoter, Billy Sullivan engaged the Wall Street investment banking firm Goldman Sachs to help him sell the franchise.

The moment that Kraft heard that the Patriots were going up for sale, he sprang into action, tasking lawyers, accountants, and bankers to help him determine the value of the team.

Finally, the Patriots were in play.






four THE LONG GAME
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Robert Kraft’s favorite sport to watch had always been football, but his favorite sport to play was tennis. In the mid-1970s, he had his first venture in sports-team ownership when he bought the Boston Lobsters, which competed in the newly formed World Team Tennis league. Shortly after he took over the team, eighteen-year-old high school student Martina Navratilova defected from communist Czechoslovakia while she was in America to participate in her first US Open. Eager to establish a following for his fledgling team, Kraft put up the most money ever paid for a female athlete for the rights to Navratilova. He also brought in tennis legend Roy Emerson to coach the team. In the context of World Team Tennis, these were very expensive investments, especially considering that Navratilova had not yet won a Grand Slam singles title.

But from the moment Navratilova arrived, the stands at Boston University’s Walter Brown Arena, where the Lobsters played, were packed. Then Navratilova won Wimbledon, within a year of joining the Lobsters. Suddenly, Kraft had the hottest tennis star in the world playing on his team. In 1978, Navratilova was named Most Valuable Player of World Team Tennis and led the Lobsters to the best overall record in the league. Over the ensuing fifteen years, she went on to win eighteen Grand Slam singles titles and would be ranked number one in the world for an unprecedented 332 weeks.

Kraft’s experience with Navratilova taught him an important truth—fans turn out to see stars, and the brighter the star, the bigger the draw. But to get beyond box-office success and actually establish a winning culture, Kraft also recognized the critical component of superior coaching. “Roy Emerson knew how to bring out the best in Martina,” Kraft said.

When it came to owning a professional sports team, Kraft’s underlying philosophy rested on the notion that winning over a sustained period of time requires the coexistence of a superior athlete and a superior coach. One is not more important than the other; you need both to achieve greatness. That notion, which initially took shape from his experience with Martina Navratilova and Roy Emerson, would one day guide his managerial approach to Tom Brady and Bill Belichick.

But as Kraft first set out to buy the Patriots in the summer of 1985, he wasn’t yet thinking that far down the road. Rather, he was focused on another, equally important lesson that he learned in his Team Tennis days, about economics. When Kraft owned the Lobsters, he did not own the arena where the team performed. As a result, even though he put up all the money to bring in the star player who filled the arena and attracted the sponsorships, Kraft’s revenue was limited to ticket sales.

“I paid for all the advertising to promote the matches, and I paid the players’ and coaches’ salaries,” Kraft said. “But the venue collected all the profits from parking, concessions, and the sponsorships. That showed me the importance of controlling the venue and all the revenue that came with it.”

That realization became more pronounced once Kraft performed his due diligence on the Patriots franchise. The way the Sullivan family had structured their ownership, the team and the stadium were separate entities. Billy Sullivan owned the Patriots. His son Chuck owned Sullivan Stadium through a company called Stadium Management Corporation (SMC). The Patriots paid rent to SMC for use of the facility. Under the lease, the team controlled all the game-day revenues from ticket sales, concessions, sponsorship signage, and so on.

However, after the Sullivan family got mixed up in the Jackson tour, they tore up the lease between the team and the stadium and drafted a new one. Under the new terms, the Sullivans redirected the bulk of the cash flows—concessions, luxury seats, advertising in the stadium—away from the team to the stadium. Only ticket sales and the proceeds from the sale of game-day programs continued to flow to the team. This was done to satisfy the banks that had lent the money to Chuck Sullivan to finance the Jackson tour. Since Sullivan had put up the stadium as collateral, the banks wanted to make sure that the stadium had adequate revenue streams to meet its loan obligations. Furthermore, the banks insisted that the lease between the stadium and the team contain a fifteen-year operating covenant that obligated the Patriots to play their home games in Sullivan Stadium through the 2001 season. If the banks were lending money to the stadium, they wanted to be sure the team wasn’t going to move.

The situation presented a conundrum. The team’s entire cash flow was being drained by the lease and diverted to the stadium. Yet without the team, the stadium was worthless. Under the circumstances, Kraft decided he wouldn’t buy the team unless he also owned the stadium.

Then there was a third piece of the puzzle: the land. Although the stadium was owned by the Sullivans, the land under the footprint of the stadium was owned by the town of Foxborough. Nor did the Sullivans own the 330 acres that surrounded the stadium, which consisted mainly of parking lots. Those were owned by Foxboro Associates, a partnership composed of roughly a dozen local businessmen. The stadium had a parking lease with Foxboro Associates that governed home games. So the team didn’t control the parking; Foxboro Associates did.

Just as it would have been imprudent to buy the team without owning the stadium, Kraft determined it made even less sense to buy the stadium without controlling the parking lots. It was another wrinkle that had to be factored into Kraft’s bid.

On paper, the team was valued at $75 million. The stadium was appraised at approximately $15 million. After taking into account the land lease governing the use of the parking lots, Kraft was preparing to offer $100 million for everything.

But while Kraft was finalizing his bid, the Patriots did the unexpected—they went on a run in the fall of 1985 that took them all the way to the Super Bowl in January 1986. For the first time in franchise history, Billy Sullivan and his family finally had a championship contender. Even though New England went on to lose the Super Bowl to Chicago, the euphoria of success and the lure of getting back to the Promised Land was too powerful. With Kraft ready to buy the team, Sullivan developed second thoughts about selling, and the sale was put on hold.



For Kraft, it was a letdown. Nonetheless, it was apparent that Sullivan’s financial problems weren’t going away. Even after the most successful season in franchise history, the organization was still bleeding money. Despite charging the highest ticket prices in the league and selling out every game during the 1985 season, the team still lost nearly $10 million that fiscal year. Shortly after the Super Bowl, the Sullivans defaulted on their lease on the land around the stadium.

It was at this juncture that Kraft put his finger on something that none of the other prospective buyers had figured out. Compared to the team and the stadium, the parking lots were by far the least expensive part of the overall acquisition, yet they controlled the economics of the deal. Without the parking lots, there was no way to guarantee that you could actually open the stadium on game day. The last thing Kraft would have done was let that lease lapse.

Recognizing that Sullivan had made a critical mistake, Kraft partnered with a real estate developer and approached the landowners in Foxborough, offering them a $2 million advance and $1 million per year in rent for a ten-year option on the land surrounding the stadium. With the option, Kraft and his partner got the right to operate the parking lots. They also had the right to purchase the 330 acres outright for $17 million at any point during the ten-year contract period.

The unconventional move was Kraft’s first strategic step to acquiring the Patriots. Finally, he had some leverage.



The same year that his father took control of the land around Sullivan Stadium, Jonathan Kraft graduated from college and took a job with Boston-based Bain & Company, a fast-growing global consulting firm whose brightest star was thirty-nine-year-old Mitt Romney. Right before Kraft got to Bain, a twenty-nine-year-old Harvard Business School grad named Andy Wasynczuk joined the firm as well. Kraft and Wasynczuk sat next to each other in an open bay. One day Wasynczuk overheard Kraft talking on the phone about Martina Navratilova. A tennis fan, Wasynczuk was impressed that Kraft was carrying on as if he were personally acquainted with the top female tennis player in the world.

“What’s your connection to Navratilova?” Wasynczuk asked after Kraft hung up.

Kraft tried to downplay it. “Well, my family was involved with the Boston Lobsters,” he said.

Wasynczuk stared at him blankly. He was from Chicago and had never heard of the Boston Lobsters.

Kraft filled him in on the history. “Martina was one of the people who played for us at the time,” he explained.

That led to a big discussion of tennis. At the end of it, Kraft invited Wasynczuk to his family’s home to play. A couple of weeks later, they were about an hour into a match when Robert Kraft exited the house and walked toward the court with a small cooler containing a six-pack of beer. An early investor in Bain Capital, Kraft was well aware of the high-caliber talent that gravitated to Bain. After introducing himself, Robert offered Wasynczuk a beer.

While Wasynczuk took a sip, Kraft began peppering him with questions about his background and what he was doing at Bain. Wasynczuk’s answers impressed Kraft, who then volunteered that he had his sights set on buying the New England Patriots.

Looking around the estate, Wasynczuk had no doubt that Kraft probably had the resources to pursue such a venture.

“Bain’s got talented people,” Kraft told him before returning to the house. “If you ever run into folks that we should consider for areas in our family business, let me know so we can think about whether we should hire them.”

Wasynczuk made a mental note.



Early in 1988, Sports Illustrated published a lengthy special report on Billy Sullivan’s financial woes titled “The $126 Million Fumble.” The $126 million figure represented the combined debt of the team, the stadium, and individual members of the Sullivan family. Remarkably, just two years after reaching the Super Bowl, the Patriots were “a financially emaciated team.” In addition to losing three separate lawsuits filed by shareholders, the Sullivans were also being sued by creditors and foreclosed on by banks. Circumstances got so dire that Sullivan had to beg the NFL to release emergency funds so he could pay his players. No longer able to put off the inevitable, he was desperate to find a buyer.

Kraft was the most obvious candidate, and he knew it. He’d been Billy Sullivan’s special guest at Super Bowl XX against the Bears in New Orleans. He had been given VIP treatment at the Patriots’ annual “media day,” where he mingled with players and was introduced by Patrick Sullivan to some of the family’s creditors as a “potential buyer.” And there had been ample discussion between the Patriots’ chief financial officer and Kraft’s representatives. Even the Boston press had declared Kraft the “leading contender” to be the team’s next owner. After circling for three years, Kraft was finally poised to land the prize he’d long desired. But when discussions progressed toward doing a deal, Sullivan insisted he wanted some add-ons. Most notably, Sullivan wanted to remain involved as a minority shareholder, retain his position as club president, receive a guaranteed lifetime salary, and have the organization maintain his family’s pension plans and health insurance. He also wanted his son Patrick to remain the team’s general manager.

Kraft decided to walk away.

“One of the reasons I chose not to buy the team at that point was that I didn’t like that you had to pay for all these sidebar things,” Kraft explained. “Paying people for life. Having people from the previous ownership group weighing in on business matters and football decisions. I knew how to run an operating business, but I didn’t want to be fettered. Plus, I don’t do big things on impulse. I do things that feel right and that I know I can handle.”



Shortly after Kraft bowed out, Stadium Management Corporation declared bankruptcy, with debts exceeding $52 million. Fearing that Billy Sullivan and the team might also declare bankruptcy, the NFL approved a hastily arranged sale of the Patriots to Connecticut businessman Victor Kiam for $80 million on October 6, 1988. The stadium was not part of the purchase.

Given what little Kraft knew about Kiam’s background, the transaction didn’t make sense. As the chairman of Remington Products Company, Kiam had distinguished himself from other CEOs by writing and starring in his company’s commercials. In the very first one, he introduced himself to the world this way:


Hello, I’m Victor Kiam. I used to be a dedicated wet shaver until my wife bought me this Remington M3 electric shaver. They said its two incredibly thin micro-screens and one hundred and twenty cutting edges shave as close as a blade or they’d give her money back.

I was delighted and impressed. So impressed, I bought the company.



The TV ad was a stroke of marketing genius. Remington went from being in the red to capturing 20 percent of the global market in shaving products with $160 million in annual sales, and Kiam became known throughout the world as “the man who bought the company.”

Apparently, Kiam was so impressed with the opportunity to own an NFL team that he bought the Patriots without doing his due diligence. He reportedly told more than one person that just forty-eight hours after meeting Sullivan he signed an offer sheet. Under the terms, Kiam became the controlling partner, but Billy Sullivan remained a minority shareholder, became team president, and had a lifetime salary. And his son Patrick remained the team’s general manager in charge of football operations.

Convinced that Kiam had no idea what he’d gotten himself into, Kraft turned his sights to Sullivan Stadium. It was going to be sold to the highest bidder through a foreclosure auction overseen by the US Bankruptcy Court. Thanks to all of his previous due diligence and his deal on the land, Kraft viewed the stadium as the linchpin to gaining control of the team. The lease that assigned all of the revenue from the team to the stadium was still in effect, including the operating covenant that kept the Patriots tethered to the stadium through 2001. Whoever took possession of the stadium would effectively control the team’s destiny for the next twelve years. From that perspective, Kraft wasn’t just bidding on a run-down, bankrupt stadium. He was bidding for something much more valuable—leverage.

Kiam, on the other hand, viewed Sullivan Stadium as a “dump.” He hoped to soon construct a new stadium in Connecticut, closer to Remington’s global headquarters. In the interim, he didn’t want to overpay for what he envisioned would be a temporary home for the Patriots.

Blind bids were due by October 31, 1988, just three weeks after Kiam took control of the team. A week later, they were unsealed and made public:


	Kraft—$25 million

	Kiam—$19.85 million



Along Robert Kraft’s odyssey to own the Patriots, the most critical move he made was acquiring the stadium. To use a chess analogy, securing the parking lots a couple of years earlier was check. Outbidding Kiam for the stadium amounted to checkmate. On November 23, 1988—precisely 1,200 days after Kraft initially emerged as the first bidder to buy the Patriots franchise from Billy Sullivan—Chief Justice James N. Gabriel of the US Bankruptcy Court in Boston determined that it was in the best interest of the creditors to award the stadium to Kraft, not Kiam. With the stroke of a judicial pen, Kraft became the owner of Sullivan Stadium and the Patriots’ landlord.

The implications of the new landlord-tenant relationship were on display at the Patriots’ next home game. As the new owner of the stadium, Kraft suddenly had a suite on the fifty-yard line. As the tenant, Kiam didn’t have a seat. He ended up watching the game from the back of the press box. By the time the two men met for the first time, the significance of the stadium lease was no longer lost on Kiam.

“This lease is a piece of shit!” Kiam complained, clenching a copy of the lease in his hand.

“Victor, have you read it?” Kraft said.

Kiam didn’t appreciate the question. After calming down, he admitted that he hadn’t known about the lease when he bought the team. His lawyer had since informed him that thanks to the document, the stadium held the team captive.

“We have to do something about this,” Kiam complained.

The point of the lease was that Kraft didn’t have to do anything. Although he didn’t own the team, he essentially owned the owner. Kraft controlled the parking. Kraft controlled the stadium. Kraft controlled almost all of the revenue that the team was generating. And he had the power to keep the Patriots anchored in Foxborough as his tenant through 2001. The operating agreement was Kraft’s trump card. He wasn’t about to give it up.

“You should have read the lease before you bought the team,” he told Kiam.

It was a frosty start to their relationship.



Jonathan Kraft had left Bain and enrolled at Harvard Business School. But he stayed in close contact with his colleague Andy Wasynczuk, who remained at Bain as a consultant. “Andy is ridiculously smart,” Jonathan said in response to his father’s request for an honest assessment. “Smarter than even he knows. And he has no ego.” One of the first things that Robert did after being awarded the stadium was reach back out to Wasynczuk. Reiterating that he remained on track to buy the Patriots, he told Wasynczuk that the task at hand was to do everything possible to improve the stadium and its profitability during the interim.

“I’d love to have you join us,” Kraft said.

“In what capacity?” Wasynczuk said.

“Well, you’d run the stadium.”

Wasynczuk was speechless. Run the stadium? He wouldn’t know where to begin. His expertise was in preparing profit-and-loss statements. He was also adept at breaking down revenues, costs, and expenses. But he had no managerial experience.

Kraft wasn’t concerned. He was running his global commodities company and he and a business partner had recently taken over a television station in Boston. In both cases, Kraft had hired talented people to work beneath him on the operational side. With the stadium, he was looking for someone with competence who could come in at the beginning and work with him over the long haul. His instincts told him that Wasynczuk was a wise choice.

“Look, we’re going to be learning this business together,” Kraft reassured him. “And we’d love to get some good people on the team to help us think creatively.”

“But I’ve never run a stadium or a retail project or anything like that.”

“I don’t want somebody who has been in that area,” Kraft said. “I want someone who will think outside the box.”

Both flattered and intrigued, Wasynczuk confessed that he’d never even been to the stadium. And everything he’d heard about the place was negative.

Kraft confirmed that the stadium wasn’t very good. “I don’t want to convince you or give you the VIP treatment,” he told Wasynczuk. “Why don’t you go and experience what fans see? Take a real honest look at what goes on there. Then we can talk again.”

Only one home game remained on the Patriots’ 1988 schedule. Wasynczuk bought a ticket and went. Being there verified every negative thing he’d heard about the venue. The aluminum-bench seating was cold and uncomfortable. The restrooms were deplorable. Aspects of the construction clearly needed upgrading. It reminded Wasynczuk of a glorified high school stadium. Yet he came away convinced that he wanted to work for Kraft.

Months later, he took an office at the stadium and became its chief operating officer. The first item of business was to change the facility’s name from Sullivan Stadium to Foxboro Stadium, which was accomplished in 1989.



A couple of years before buying the Patriots, Victor Kiam wrote a bestselling book called Going for It, about how to succeed as an entrepreneur. It was full of catchy phrases and inspiring quotes. One of his most well-known quotes was “An entrepreneur assumes the risk and is dedicated and committed to the success of whatever he or she undertakes.” It rankled Kiam that he bore all of the risk as the owner of the team but virtually all of the revenue that the team generated went to Kraft. On top of the $1.5 million base rent for the stadium, the team was paying Kraft 100 percent of the game-day concessions; 100 percent of the sponsors’ signage inside the stadium; all of the profits from luxury-seat sales; and 30 percent of the team’s share of ticket revenues. Plus, Kraft collected 100 percent of the parking revenues.

Undoubtedly, what irritated Kiam most was that he looked foolish. Midway through his first season of ownership, he showed up for a home game wearing an expensive topcoat made of cashmere. It was raining that day, and while Kiam was walking through a lower corridor in the stadium, sporting his year-round tan and perfectly coiffed silver hair, rainwater gushed through a hole in the roof and soaked his head. Later on, mustard splatted on the shoulder of his new coat. It had apparently fallen from a hot dog being eaten by a fan seated in the deck above him.

By the time Kiam entered Patrick Sullivan’s office for a prescheduled meeting with him and Kraft following the game, he was fuming.

“This place is a pigsty!” Kiam shouted.

It was all Kraft could do to keep a straight face. Kiam had hair spray in one hand and a mirror in the other. His wet hair looked like a mud pie. His coat had a big yellow blot on it.

“You’ve got to do something about this damn stadium,” Kiam insisted.



Soon enough, Kiam had a much bigger problem on his hands than a run-down stadium. In September 1990, at the beginning of Kiam’s second season of ownership, Boston Herald reporter Lisa Olson entered the Patriots’ locker room to interview a player. While Olson sat on a stool talking to the player at his locker, four or five players emerged from the shower area. Naked, they approached Olson. One of them positioned his penis inches from her face and dared her to touch it. “This is what you want,” he said. “Do you want to take a bite out of this?”

Disgusted and humiliated, Olson looked away.

“Give her what she wants,” a second player yelled, generating laughter.

Olson kept her head down.

“Make her look,” a third player yelled. “That is what she’s in here for.”

Another player, also naked, approached Olson from behind and positioned his genitals near her in a suggestive way.

Surrounded, Olson wasn’t sure whether to scream or cry.

That afternoon, Olson reported the encounter to her editor. Appalled, he notified Patriots GM Patrick Sullivan. Expecting that the team would discipline the players and take steps to ensure a safer and more professional work environment, the Herald made no mention of the players’ behavior. Olson, in particular, had been adamant that she didn’t want the humiliating ordeal reported in the paper.

Days passed, but the team took no action. During that time, the rival Boston Globe got wind of what had happened and published a story about it. In response, Victor Kiam defended his players. “I can’t disagree with the players’ actions,” Kiam said.

His statement, combined with the team’s inaction, raised the ire of the Herald, which contacted Kiam seeking an explanation for his response. Kiam lashed out. “Your paper’s asking for trouble sending a female reporter to cover the team,” he said. “Why not stand in front of her [naked] if she’s an intruder?”

A day after making that statement, Kiam traveled with the team to Cincinnati for the third game of the season. Determined not to be intimidated, Olson traveled to Cincinnati as well. New England got crushed. Afterward, Olson entered the locker room, along with all of the other members of the press corps, to conduct postgame interviews. But three Patriots officials trailed her, making it impossible for Olson to interview anyone. Miffed, she spotted Kiam in the locker room and sarcastically asked if he wanted to follow her as well. As she turned to leave, Kiam said: “She’s a classic bitch. No wonder the players don’t like her.”

The utterance of those two words—classic bitch—marked the beginning of the end of Victor Kiam’s tenure as owner of the Patriots. Two sportswriters overheard the sexist slur and reported it, prompting Washington Post media critic Howard Kurtz to liken Kiam’s words to “pouring gasoline on a campfire.” Within forty-eight hours, newspaper editors throughout the country weighed in on Olson’s behalf. The NFL was deluged with demands to suspend the Patriots owner. The Boston Herald urged fans to boycott the Patriots’ next home game. And the Boston chapter of the National Organization for Women called on women everywhere to boycott Lady Remington razors. A decade after female sportswriters had gained access to male locker rooms, Victor Kiam managed to reignite a debate over the appropriateness of that practice. By doing so, he thrust his team and the NFL into the epicenter of a national conversation about sexual harassment in the workplace.



Paul Tagliabue, a highly accomplished lawyer in one of Washington, DC’s most prestigious firms, had barely been installed as the NFL’s new commissioner when Lisa Olson’s sexual harassment allegation landed on his desk. The Patriots initially denied Olson’s locker room account, and Kiam denied calling her a bitch. Meanwhile, Patriots fans chanted “Lisa Olson” and knocked around an inflated rubber woman in the stands during a home game against the Jets, and the words CLASSIC BITCH were spray-painted on Olson’s apartment house. The Herald reassigned her to cover the Boston Celtics and the Boston Bruins. Switching her assignment did no good. Fans at a Celtics exhibition game chanted at her, taunting her to show them her breasts. And everyone from Oprah to Geraldo on the television networks wanted to talk to her.

Amid the public furor, Tagliabue hired Harvard Law School professor Philip Heymann to conduct an investigation, which ultimately concluded that Olson had told the truth and had been “degraded and humiliated.” Tagliabue fined three Patriots players who were the main culprits. He also fined the team $50,000 for conduct degrading to a female reporter. And in a letter, he chastised Kiam, calling the episode “distasteful, unnecessary, and damaging to the league and others.”

More than anything, Tagliabue wanted to put the entire sordid affair in the league’s rearview mirror. But not long after the commissioner disciplined the Patriots, Kiam reignited the controversy while speaking at a men-only athletic association banquet in his hometown of Stamford, Connecticut. The First Gulf War had just begun, and Kiam wisecracked: “What do those Iraqi Scuds and Lisa Olson have in common? They’ve both seen Patriot missiles up close.”

His punch line was reported in the New York Times, which put the NFL back in the spotlight. “It should go without saying that this office does not condone offensive comments of any type,” a league spokesman told the Times. The National Organization for Women extended its boycott to all Remington products. As Remington’s sales plummeted and its cash flow tightened, the Patriots’ debts were simultaneously mounting.

Facing a personal financial crisis, Kiam decided to sell the team.






five LEVERAGE
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The Lisa Olson controversy and an extreme losing streak brought the New England Patriots franchise to its nadir. The team was 1-1 before Olson was accosted in the locker room. After the incident, the team lost all fourteen remaining games that year to finish at 1-15, which marked the worst record in team history. Fans turned away in droves. By midseason, 60 percent of the seats at home games were empty. After the season, General Manager Patrick Sullivan resigned. The head coach was fired. Victor Kiam’s reputation was in tatters. And the team’s finances were in worse shape than when Billy Sullivan owned the team.

Robert Kraft watched the self-destruction of Victor Kiam and the subsequent implosion of the team from a unique vantage point. In addition to being the Patriots’ landlord, Kraft controlled one of the media outlets that covered the Lisa Olson incident. Shortly before acquiring the stadium, Kraft had purchased New England Television Corporation, which owned CBS’s Boston-affiliate, WNEV-TV, Channel 7. Kraft served as president of the television station while the news division was reporting on Kiam’s troubles.

During that period, Kraft did not interact with Kiam. Nor was he privy to the league’s internal conversations about the state of affairs in Foxborough. He had, however, heard rumblings that the league might be forced to take control of the team. Those rumors turned out to be true.

The NFL’s constitution contained a provision that empowered the league to take the franchise away from Kiam. It was essentially a “nuclear option” reserved for worst-case scenarios, and it had never been exercised in league history. But in the aftermath of the Lisa Olson scandal, Paul Tagliabue and his top deputy, Roger Goodell, were facing the prospect of asking the league’s owners to vote on whether to purchase the Patriots franchise. “New England, as a region of the country, was a critical market for us size-wise,” explained Goodell. “The team was in constant turmoil. There was no stability in ownership. The team was mired in litigation. And the franchise was about to go bankrupt.”

In an initial step to prevent the team from declaring bankruptcy, the league stepped in on October 10, 1991, and took control of the organization’s board of directors. Then, without Kraft’s knowledge, the league began reviewing a proposal that would transfer ownership from Victor Kiam to James Busch Orthwein in St. Louis. Under the circumstances, the sixty-seven-year-old executive possessed one very appealing quality in the eyes of the league—significant personal wealth that far exceeded the Patriots’ previous ownership group’s. As an Anheuser-Busch heir, Orthwein was the brewing company’s second-largest shareholder. His offer to buy the Patriots was rooted in his desire to help the city where his family’s company had long been headquartered.

After the St. Louis Cardinals football team left town for Phoenix in the late eighties, Orthwein became chairman and CEO of an investment group called St. Louis NFL Partnership. The group’s purpose was to restore pro football to Orthwein’s hometown. With that in mind, Orthwein’s group played an important role in convincing the city to draw up plans for a publicly financed, state-of-the-art, domed stadium. The proposed stadium positioned St. Louis as the front-runner when the NFL announced in 1991 that it was expanding by adding two new franchises. The other cities in the running for an expansion franchise were Memphis, Baltimore, Jacksonville, and Charlotte.

The NFL’s expansion announcement coincided with Victor Kiam’s financial meltdown. In an effort to bolster St. Louis’s bid for an expansion franchise, Orthwein offered to step into the breach in New England and buy the Patriots on an interim basis. His interest, he said at the time, was “to ensure I get a team in St. Louis.” He figured that by taking the mess in New England off of the NFL’s hands, he’d build goodwill with the league.

“My goals were to stabilize the franchise, to resolve the stadium issue, and to sell to proper, local ownership,” Orthwein said. “As everyone knows, my involvement in the NFL came about due to my efforts to help St. Louis, my hometown, get a team.”

NFL owners liked Orthwein’s approach. By taking over the debt-heavy Patriots, Orthwein spared the NFL the likelihood of expensive litigation and assured that the team would remain in New England, at least for a few more years. In March 1992, the league approved the sale of the Patriots to Orthwein for $106 million.

“I want to be completely clear on two points,” Orthwein said on the day the sale was announced. “I do not want to remain the owner of the New England Patriots on an indefinite basis, nor do I have plans to move the Patriots to St. Louis. I only want to resolve the present difficult situation.”



Despite how badly he wanted to buy the team, Kraft never had an opportunity to bid before Orthwein bought out Kiam. Nonetheless, Kraft liked Orthwein’s statement. And he really liked some of the moves that Orthwein made in his first year of ownership, as they added real value to the franchise—especially his game-changing decision to lure legendary New York Giants head coach Bill Parcells out of retirement to coach New England. In addition to a multimillion-dollar salary, Orthwein promised Parcells a great deal of latitude to run the team’s football operations.

Parcells, known by his nickname, Tuna, was formally announced as the new head coach of the Patriots on January 21, 1993. The impact on the franchise was sudden and dramatic. The following day, the Patriots set the franchise record for tickets sold in a twenty-four-hour period. For the first time in a long time, football fans in New England had something to cheer about.

“Bill was a very important part of what Jim was trying to do,” said Patriots vice chairman Michael O’Halloran, who worked directly for Orthwein. “We had to improve the marketing of the team. We had to get the financial part together. Jim was going to eventually sell the team, and hiring Bill, who had won Super Bowls before, was a key part of the entire plan to improve the value.”

Three months later, the franchise got another shot in the arm. Since New England had the worst record in the league the year prior, it had the first pick overall in the 1993 NFL Draft. Parcells selected quarterback Drew Bledsoe. Suddenly, the Patriots had a bona fide star-in-the-making at quarterback to go along with a renowned coach.

Overnight, it seemed, New England’s fortunes had changed. That was the sense throughout the NFL. Investors felt that way, too. Before Parcells coached his first game or Bledsoe threw his first pass, Orthwein started receiving unsolicited offers from numerous parties interested in buying the Patriots. So in September 1993, as the Patriots’ inaugural season under Parcells kicked off, Orthwein asked Goldman Sachs to handle the sale of the team for him. In consultation with Orthwein and his advisors, the investment bank decided to attempt something that had never been done in league history—hold an auction. Eric Grubman, a specialist in Goldman’s Mergers and Acquisitions Department, was tapped to lead the effort.

Kraft reached out to Grubman’s office right away and let it be known that he intended to bid on the Patriots. He also put Grubman on notice that he had a lease with an operating covenant that he planned to enforce. In other words, anyone else who intended to bid on the Patriots should be made aware that the team had a contractual obligation to play in Foxboro Stadium until 2001.

Orthwein was fully aware when he bought the team that he was inheriting a very restrictive lease. At the time, he wasn’t concerned because he considered himself a short-term tenant. But now that Orthwein was eager to sell the team, Kraft’s call came across like a brush-back pitch, thrown high and tight with the intent of scaring off other prospective buyers.

Goldman Sachs, however, recognized that Kraft was raising a legitimate point. Every other bidder was going to have to reckon with the fact that Kraft had the team in a vise grip until 2001, when the lease expired.

“Robert very much wanted to be taken seriously as a bidder,” Grubman said, “even though he expected he might be competing against people who were far better known than he was and far wealthier than he was.”

Kraft’s competition included actor Paul Newman, novelist Tom Clancy, Hall of Fame football player Walter Payton, and a handful of financial backers who had joined forces in an effort to acquire the team and move it to Hartford, Connecticut. Other bidders included Hollywood filmmaker Jeffrey Lurie, a well-heeled group from Baltimore, and St. Louis–based real estate developer Stan Kroenke, who was married to Wal-Mart heiress Ann Walton.

All of the other prospective buyers may have had more money than Kraft. But none of them was best friends with the NFL’s closest thing to a kingmaker. Kraft picked up the phone and called the most-connected man in league circles.



Will McDonough, known as Willie by friends, began his career as a reporter for the Boston Globe in 1960. His first beat assignment was the Boston Patriots. McDonough spent decades covering the team and the NFL. An Irish Catholic, McDonough had grown up in a housing project in South Boston in what friends described as “a tribal whirl of street-corner life and sports.” His neighbor, William “Billy” Bulger, was one of McDonough’s closest childhood friends. Bulger rose to become the president of the Massachusetts State Senate, while his brother, James “Whitey” Bulger, became a mobster and was eventually found guilty for his involvement in eleven murders. One of McDonough’s journalism colleagues jokingly said that Willie “could get you a papal blessing or your legs broken… probably in the same phone call.”

In the early eighties, McDonough became an NFL analyst for CBS and later NBC, becoming one of the first journalists to simultaneously cover the NFL in print and on television. Right before transitioning into television, McDonough achieved legendary status among sportswriters throughout the country for decking Patriots defensive back Raymond Clayborn. Following a Patriots victory, reporters had gathered around the locker of a player who had just scored three touchdowns. Some of the reporters apparently encroached on the space in front of Clayborn’s locker. In a bad mood, Clayborn yelled at the writers to essentially get out of his way so he could get dressed. It wasn’t the first time that Clayborn had yelled at a reporter. When McDonough refused to budge, Clayborn reportedly pointed at him and said, “I’m gonna bury you, motherfucker.” Making a fist, McDonough said, “You’re not going to bury anybody.” Then the balding forty-four-year-old writer punched the twenty-four-year-old cornerback in the face, knocking him into his locker. A melee ensued. Before it was over, Patriots owner Billy Sullivan “ended up in a laundry bin,” according to one report. The NFL promptly fined Clayborn, and sportswriters dubbed McDonough “Will of Iron.”

Kraft and McDonough met in 1977, two years before the locker room incident. They became so close that by the time Kraft turned fifty in 1991, he chose McDonough to emcee his fiftieth birthday party. At that point, Kraft recognized that his friend had the ear of almost every person of influence in the NFL. By virtue of the friendships he’d formed with owners and coaches throughout the league, McDonough routinely got calls from them. No one called McDonough more often than Bill Parcells. The two of them had been best friends for almost as long as Kraft had known McDonough.

With Orthwein trying to sell the team, it was dicey for his head coach to meet with a prospective buyer. It was even more precarious for a journalist who was reporting on the team and the sale process to arrange such a meeting. But McDonough didn’t let that stop him. After all, McDonough had initially introduced Parcells to Orthwein and brokered the meeting between them in Florida that resulted in Parcells taking the Patriots job.

One day in the fall of 1993, McDonough drove Kraft to a cheap hotel near Foxboro Stadium. Parcells was waiting inside. When Kraft entered Parcells’s room, he couldn’t help noticing that the place was unusually dark, cramped, and cold. But Parcells was gregarious. When they shook hands, Kraft had no trouble imagining how great it would be to own the team with Parcells at the helm.

All three men had mutually aligned interests. Parcells had joined the Patriots to bring a championship to New England, not St. Louis. He had no interest in relocating. Kraft had been on a decade-long quest to acquire the team and was emboldened by the prospect of working with Parcells. McDonough wanted the team to stay in New England and wanted to see his two friends join forces.

Kraft thought it was important to introduce himself to top league officials. McDonough agreed. When Kraft said he had reached out to people in the commissioner’s office, McDonough insisted it was better to go straight to the top. With one phone call, he told Kraft, he would arrange a face-to-face with Commissioner Tagliabue. “I’ll take care of it,” he told Kraft.



On a warm fall afternoon in 1993, Kraft and McDonough exited a car on the corner of Madison Avenue and East Seventy-Seventh Street in New York and ducked into the restaurant at the Mark Hotel. Paul Tagliabue, who lived a block away, liked to dine there. Not with NFL owners, though. Tagliabue preferred to avoid any appearance of favoritism or chumminess. It was even more unusual for him to meet with a prospective owner. But the Patriots presented an unusual situation. Long before becoming commissioner, Tagliabue had spent the better part of two decades as the league’s outside counsel. During that period, he spent a disproportionate amount of time dealing with legal problems pertaining to the Patriots. He was intimately aware of how badly the organization needed a financially stable, long-term owner. At the same time, the league desperately wanted to keep the team in New England to preserve a presence in one of the country’s largest television markets. Privately, Tagliabue was hopeful that Kraft might be an answer to all of these headaches.

Yet the commissioner knew virtually nothing about Kraft when he sat down across from him and McDonough at a table in the back corner of the restaurant. Over dinner, Kraft asked Tagliabue a series of questions about the league’s television contracts, its labor deal with the players’ union, and a host of other economic issues. It was clear to Tagliabue that McDonough’s friend was extremely well informed. He also made it clear that he was not like any of the other individuals looking to buy the Patriots. “This will be our family business,” Kraft told Tagliabue. “And we will keep the team in the Boston area. Boston is our home.”

As Tagliabue listened, he formed a favorable impression. “Willie was touting Kraft as a really good local guy who could be a great owner,” Tagliabue recalled. “I came away thinking he was a solid businessman who was younger and who had kids who were going to be working for the organization.”

But what really struck Tagliabue were Kraft’s peculiarities: he had business partners in countries throughout the world; he used to own a professional tennis team; he controlled a television station; and he was on the board of the Boston Symphony. In each instance, Tagliabue could see how Kraft’s experiences could be leveraged to help the league. For instance, there was no one on the league’s broadcast committee who possessed the background of owning a television station.

“That fact that he was involved in a lot of things both domestically and internationally gave him a broader perspective,” Tagliabue said. “Many of the other owners had one company or very little interest in subjects other than sports.”

Publicly, the commissioner couldn’t endorse or support one prospective owner over another. But privately, he came away thinking that McDonough had introduced him to the ideal person to take over the Patriots.



On October 26, 1993, the NFL owners unanimously voted to award one of the new expansion franchises to a group of investors from Charlotte, North Carolina. The Carolina Panthers would become the league’s twenty-ninth team and would commence play in 1995. The league’s decision to overlook St. Louis, which had been widely regarded as the presumptive front-runner, was a clear indication that Orthwein’s hometown was in trouble. With the city nearing completion of its new stadium, the pressure on Orthwein to move the Patriots to St. Louis mounted.

Seeing what was happening, Kraft reiterated that he intended to enforce his stadium lease.

Goldman Sachs knew it had a problem. All of the potential bidders were asking what it would cost to buy out the lease with Kraft. But Goldman Sachs had no answer. Kraft, acting on his lawyer’s advice, refused to provide one. Under the legal doctrine of specific performance, the courts would require the Patriots to perform at Foxboro Stadium as long as Kraft refused to accept money in lieu of the team’s honoring its lease. “Don’t give them any number, no matter how high,” Kraft’s lawyer told him. “Because once you quantify your damages then you don’t get to enforce the specific performance anymore.”

Kraft’s stance frustrated Orthwein’s camp. In response, Goldman Sachs denied Kraft access to the team’s financial statements, which had been shared with every other prospective buyer. The move put Kraft at a disadvantage. Without the ability to evaluate the amount and duration of the team’s contracts with coaches and players, not to mention review the organization’s profit-and-loss statements, Kraft was effectively prevented from preparing a bid. With the submission deadline fast approaching, the message being communicated was clear: No matter what, don’t sell to Kraft.

Objecting to Goldman’s tactics, Kraft received an invitation to meet with Eric Grubman in New York. Thinking he was finally going to get access to the financials, Kraft traveled to Manhattan on the day after Thanksgiving in November 1993. With his son Jonathan at his side, Kraft sat down for lunch with Grubman at the Pierre Hotel.

“We’re going to let you in the bidding process,” Grubman told him.

Those were the words Kraft wanted to hear.

“But,” Grubman continued, “we still need a number.”

Kraft put down his napkin and pushed back from the table. “I’m not putting a value on the lease,” he said. “Either you let me in the data room or not.”

Then he walked out. Jonathan followed.

That night, Kraft telephoned his friend Stephen Friedman, the chairman of the board at Goldman Sachs. They served together on Columbia University’s board of trustees. Kraft didn’t waste time with pleasantries.

“You guys are screwing me,” he said.

Friedman wasn’t involved in the deal and didn’t have personal knowledge of the details. Kraft filled him in and insisted he’d been denied access to the Patriots’ financials, which essentially blocked him from the bidding process.

“Your firm won’t let us in the room,” Kraft said. “And I think it’s illegal.”

Kraft never used the words racketeering or antitrust, but he didn’t have to. Shortly after Kraft’s conversation with Friedman, Jonathan and two of Robert’s associates spent a day at the Goldman Sachs headquarters in New York, poring through financial documents pertaining to the Patriots franchise.



On December 1, 1993, NFL owners voted 26–2 to award the final expansion franchise to Jacksonville, Florida. Naturally, Orthwein was one of the two owners who voted against the decision. His plan of doing the league a favor by steadying the ship in New England in hopes of ensuring an expansion team in St. Louis had failed. Perturbed, Orthwein sent a strongly worded letter to Commissioner Paul Tagliabue. In it he warned the league not to interfere in his efforts to sell the Patriots. His message was clear—now that an expansion franchise was out of the question, the push was on to bring the Patriots to St. Louis. At the same time, Tagliabue started hearing from people at Anheuser-Busch who wanted the Patriots in St. Louis.

Tagliabue had to decide whether to respond to the letter from Orthwein. One of the individuals he turned to for advice was Frank Hawkins, the league’s senior vice president of business affairs. Previously, Tagliabue and Hawkins had worked in the same law firm. When Tagliabue became commissioner, he convinced Hawkins to come with him to the NFL. Among other responsibilities, Hawkins reviewed all of the documentation related to league transactions. When he studied Kraft’s stadium lease and operating agreement, Hawkins concluded that unless Kraft was willing to let the Patriots move, Goldman Sachs would end up with a busted auction. “In my judgment, Kraft won the team when he bought the lease out of bankruptcy in 1988,” Hawkins said. “Unless Kraft agreed to a lease buyout, the team would be sold to him.”

The other lawyers in the league office agreed with Hawkins. Collectively, they passed along their analysis to Tagliabue, with a recommendation that if he let the situation play out on its own, Kraft would end up owning the team. “We told him that if Kraft doesn’t want the team to move, it will not move,” Hawkins explained.

Tagliabue opted to let the situation play itself out.



Robert and Jonathan Kraft were discouraged and angry when they arrived at Foxboro Stadium on January 2, 1994. After starting out 1-11, New England had won its last three games to improve to 4-11. As the Patriots got set to play their final regular season game against Miami, signs of promise were evident. Yet the press was reporting that the team was probably headed to St. Louis. The game was billed as the last time the Patriots would play a home game in New England. Nearly fifty-four thousand fans—more than twice the attendance at the previous home game—turned out to see Parcells and Bledsoe one more time and bid farewell to the team.

Robert looked out from his suite at the crowd and contemplated his situation. Goldman Sachs still hadn’t asked for his bid. Yet everyone else’s bids were in. And rumors were rampant that Orthwein was going to sell to Missouri businessman Stan Kroenke. It was hard not to feel pessimistic.

“Maybe this just isn’t going to happen,” Robert said to Jonathan.

New England played its best game of the season that day, going toe-to-toe with a Miami team that was competing for a playoff berth. The Patriots led until the final minutes, when the Dolphins finally surged ahead, 24–20. But Bledsoe drove his team seventy-five yards, capping off the drive with a dramatic touchdown pass to Ben Coates to put his team back up, 27–24. Miami countered with a last-second field goal to send the game to overtime. Rarely had New England fans witnessed so much drama.

With four minutes and forty-four seconds remaining in overtime, Bledsoe was hit and driven to the ground just as he lofted a high-arching spiral toward the end zone. Receiver Michael Timpson raced thirty-six yards and caught the ball in stride, sending the crowd into a frenzy. “You could not comprehend the crowd noise here,” NBC announcer Don Criqui said on the air.

New England had won their fourth straight, knocking off heavily favored Miami, 33–27, and eliminating them from playoff contention.

Kraft thrust his fists in the air and gave Jonathan a bear hug, nearly knocking him over. Chants of “Drew, Drew, Drew” echoed through the stadium. The Patriots had finished the season 5-11. But with the presence of Parcells and the emergence of Bledsoe, the future of the franchise had never looked brighter.

A full ten minutes after the game ended, the stands were still largely full. Robert and Jonathan were in the steel-framed elevator that went from the suite level to the ground level outside of Foxboro Stadium. Thousands of fans were still inside, chanting, “Don’t take our team! Don’t take our team! Don’t take our team!” In the twenty-two years that Kraft had been a season ticket holder, he had never witnessed such emotion. With the cold evening wind whipping through the metal elevator frame, he turned to Jonathan. “There’s no fucking way we’re not buying this team,” he said.






six SOLD!
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As president of Bank of Boston, Charles “Chad” Gifford had many responsibilities, one of which was to establish and maintain relations with customers who meant the most to the bank’s shareholders. Robert Kraft was one such customer. His paper and packaging businesses had been clients of Gifford’s bank for years. Kraft also maintained numerous personal accounts there. Early on, he approached Gifford about a loan from Bank of Boston to buy the Patriots.

After looking at the team’s balance sheet and financial disclosures, Gifford and a team of bankers and analysts determined that the market value of the Patriots franchise was about $115 million. Kraft agreed, but figured he’d need to bid upwards of $150 million to get the team. At first, Gifford was a little uneasy. The Patriots were arguably the worst team in the NFL; they were losing money; and they were badly in need of a new stadium. But Kraft made a compelling case that the Patriots were still a very important asset to the region, which would be lost if the bank didn’t step up.

It helped that Kraft had a track record of taking depressed or underperforming companies and making them profitable. He’d done it in manufacturing, shipping, media, and entertainment. The arrival of Parcells and Bledsoe also contributed to a sense of security about the team’s future.

Confident that the franchise would turn around with Kraft at the helm, Gifford’s group spent weeks running numbers. It was a stretch, but the bank ultimately approved a financing package that enabled Kraft to bid $158 million.



In mid-January 1994, Kraft received a call from Eric Grubman at Goldman Sachs. Without tipping his hand, he let it be known that he possessed several competitive bids. He wouldn’t disclose the amounts of the other bids. Nor did he say where Kraft’s bid ranked in the mix. He simply suggested that Kraft come back with his best shot.

To Kraft, it sounded like a bluff. “Why should I raise my price now?” he said. “I already put in a good price.”

“I can’t tell you what to do,” Grubman said. “I can only ask you to put your best price forward. If you’ve done that, then fine. But if not, now is the time.”

Incredulous, Kraft spent the rest of the day figuring out his next move. He knew his offer was solid. He also knew that his lease gave him a tremendous advantage over the other bidders. Perhaps Orthwein had finally resigned himself to the fact that he was going to have to sell to Kraft. And perhaps the call from Goldman Sachs was simply a last-ditch effort to drive Kraft’s purchase price a little higher. Under this scenario, Kraft would basically be bidding against himself by raising his offer.

But what if Grubman wasn’t bluffing? It was certainly conceivable that the group in St. Louis had outbid him. It was also possible that the guys in St. Louis were so hell-bent on getting a team that they were willing to overpay for the Patriots, despite the fact that Kraft had a lease saying they couldn’t move until 2001.

Those were risks Kraft wasn’t willing to take. He called Grubman back and said he might consider increasing his offer. But he also told Grubman in no uncertain terms that he was tired of screwing around. He wanted a target—a number—for what it was going to take to get his bid where it needed to be to win the day. No more shooting in the dark. After some back-and-forth, Kraft hung up with a clear sense that he needed to raise his bid by about $15 million.

Unlike the other bidders, Kraft didn’t have endless resources. He had already committed everything he had to offer toward the purchase price. To go any higher, he needed help.



Kraft’s office was one block from Bank of Boston. He telephoned Chad Gifford and said he was walking over. “I need to see you right away,” he said. “It’s urgent.”

The tension in Kraft’s voice was palpable. Fearing the worst, Gifford told his secretary to clear his afternoon calendar and hold all his calls. “I felt like Robert was about to say, ‘Fuck it! I’ve had it with these people.’ ”

The short walk from his office to Gifford’s did little to calm Kraft’s nerves. As soon as he took a seat on Gifford’s yellow couch, Kraft unloaded. Goldman Sachs was playing dirty pool. He didn’t know how much other bidders had bid. But he was being forced to bid higher.

Gifford cut to the chase. “What’s the bottom line?”

“I need another $15 million,” Kraft said.

“Ho-lee mackerel,” Gifford said. “We’ve already stretched it to the limit, Robert.”

Kraft knew that. But he needed the bank to stretch further or the deal could be lost.

“Son of a bitch!” Gifford shouted.

Kraft and Gifford were both angry at the situation. But they were yelling at each other. “It was a real mano-a-mano, eyeballs-to-eyeballs moment,” Gifford recalled.

After about an hour of intense back-and-forth, one thing was clear—both men were determined to make one final push to get the team. Gifford, however, was going to have to make sure Kraft’s loan could be structured to ensure the bank could get a bigger return in exchange for the additional capital.

“Chad,” Kraft said in a soft but firm voice, “you will never get hurt from this loan. You have my word. We’ll pay you back every penny. I promise.”

Gifford said he’d be back to him with an answer as quickly as possible.

Over the next twenty-four hours, Gifford had a lot of internal conversations with his group. The numbers they were looking at simply didn’t justify paying what would amount to roughly $173 million for the team. Yet Gifford felt confident that over time, NFL franchises only went up in value. And deep down, he sensed that going into business with Kraft was ultimately going to pan out well for the bank and its shareholders.

“The most important part of a loan is the person you’re lending to,” Gifford explained. “The borrower’s integrity and what he will do to pay you off if there are challenges are critical. You wouldn’t do something like this if you don’t develop a sense of trust, especially with entrepreneurial loans. Robert did a tremendous job in my mind of earning that trust.”

Less than forty-eight hours after the meeting in Gifford’s office, he called Kraft with the news. “We’ll do it,” Gifford told him.

“Chad, I will not let you down,” Kraft told him.



Kraft called Grubman back and told him he was prepared to raise his offer by $15 million. But he had one condition—he wanted to meet face-to-face with Orthwein, and he was willing to fly to St. Louis to make that happen. “I’m sick of dealing with intermediaries,” Kraft said.

A meeting with Orthwein wasn’t possible, Grubman indicated.

No meeting, no offer, Kraft countered.

Grubman said he’d see what he could do.

At that moment, Kraft knew that if he got the meeting with Orthwein, he was getting the Patriots. Conversely, if Orthwein didn’t agree to the meeting, the Patriots were likely going to be sold to someone else.

Later that day, Kraft got his answer. Grubman called back and told him: “Get on a plane.”



The law firm Bryan Cave represented James Orthwein. The firm’s senior partner Walter Metcalfe personally handled Orthwein’s legal affairs. Metcalfe was a power broker in St. Louis. Due to his dealings, there was perhaps more pressure on him than on Orthwein to deliver an NFL team to their city. It was Metcalfe who had negotiated the pact to build the domed stadium in St. Louis. It was Metcalfe who had convinced Orthwein to buy the Patriots and then written the sales contract that transferred ownership from Kiam to his client. And it was Metcalfe whom the St. Louis Post-Dispatch had credited for pulling off the “crafty move that aimed to leverage the team for an expansion franchise in St. Louis.”

Robert and Jonathan Kraft arrived at Metcalfe’s office in midmorning. They were accompanied by two lawyers, one of whom was Richard McGinnis, a tax law expert who would end up running Coopers & Lybrand’s global corporate tax practice. With the exception of Kraft, all of McGinnis’s clients were multinational corporations. He was accustomed to minimizing tax exposure on multibillion-dollar deals. His presence gave Kraft peace of mind.

Metcalfe, Orthwein, and Orthwein’s right-hand man, Michael O’Halloran, were ready for them. After exchanging pleasantries, Kraft and Orthwein went into a private room.

“You know,” Orthwein began with a wry smile, “you are a tough landlord.”

“I thought I was a pussycat,” Kraft said.

Both men had a laugh. It had been a long, hard-fought negotiation. But now that a deal appeared imminent, they both turned on the charm. As they spent a few minutes getting acquainted, it was apparent that they were heading in opposite directions. At fifty-two, Kraft was a self-made millionaire who was ascending to the pinnacle of his business career. Orthwein, on the other hand, was about to turn seventy and was the heir to 1.6 million shares of stock in Anheuser-Busch. He had no appetite for owning a professional football team; he’d just wanted a team in St. Louis.

“Well,” Orthwein told Kraft, “you came through with your offer for the team.”

Kraft’s offer, it turned out, was approximately $25 million less than St. Louis real estate mogul Stan Kroenke’s. But Kroenke’s offer came with strings. He wanted Orthwein to absorb the $20 million fee imposed by the league for moving the team to St. Louis. More important, his offer required Orthwein to pay the legal fees and damages associated with terminating the team’s stadium lease and operating agreement with Kraft. The sky was the limit on those costs. Selling to Kraft, on the other hand, was much cleaner. No moving costs. No legal fees. No mitigating damages. Just a quick sale and a hefty profit.

Kraft found Orthwein to be both forthcoming and personable. At one point, Orthwein conceded that it was better for the Patriots to remain in New England. And he said how pleased he was that the organization would be in such good hands. That’s when Kraft knew deep down that Orthwein hadn’t been the obstacle to selling the team to him. The pressure had come from elsewhere.



After working out some final aspects of their deal, Kraft and Orthwein rejoined their lawyers and advisors in a conference room, where Kraft signed a binding letter of intent to purchase the Patriots for approximately $173 million.

Kraft and Orthwein looked each other in the eye and shook hands. One was ecstatic, the other relieved. They had a deal. Kraft instructed his lawyer to trigger a $15 million wire transfer—the cash down payment—from his account to Orthwein’s law firm.

Not everyone in the room was thrilled, though.

“We’re going to announce this in Boston tomorrow,” Walter Metcalfe said matter-of-factly. “We’re not going to announce it here.”

Metcalfe was torn. Although his client was satisfied, his city was taking a hit. St. Louis was about to become home to a brand-new, empty domed stadium. News of the sale to Kraft, Metcalfe explained, was going to generate backlash, much of which would be directed at Orthwein. So his client would be flying to Boston to sign the purchase-and-sale agreement and announce the sale of the team the following morning.

Privately, Kraft was thrilled. Boston, in his mind, was the only place a deal like this should be announced.

“In the meantime,” Metcalfe said, “this can’t leak. If word leaks out, the deal is off.”



By the time Robert and Jonathan boarded a commercial flight back to Boston that afternoon, they had the urge to thrust their fists in the air and shout, “Yesssss!” But thanks to Metcalfe’s threat, they were afraid to even whisper to each other about what had just transpired. The possibility of the press learning about the deal before the closing documents were signed the next day could upend everything. Robert worried that Metcalfe might leak it himself just to sabotage the sale.

Jonathan had his own concerns. The realization that they had just spent $173 million was overwhelming him. How will we cover so much debt? How many suites do we have to sell? How much can we charge? How many season tickets can we sell? What’s the price point? There was so much to do.



At home, Myra had spaghetti with her famous homemade sauce warming on the stove when Robert and Jonathan arrived. The three of them had barely sat down to eat when the phone rang. Robert answered and was surprised to hear Walter Metcalfe’s voice on the line. Bracing for bad news, Kraft listened as Metcalfe made an eleventh-hour offer designed to get him to back out of the deal. The group in St. Louis would pay Kraft $75 million for letting Orthwein out of the stadium lease. Instead of taking on $173 million in debt, Kraft would receive $75 million in cash for essentially doing nothing other than being willing to step aside and allow the team to move to St. Louis. It was easy money.

“Thanks, but we’ve worked too hard for this,” Kraft said politely. “I’m not interested.”

He hung up and bit into a meatball. “Can you imagine they’re trying to bribe us not to buy the team?” he said.

Jonathan wanted details.

In between bites, Robert summarized the call.

“You were too polite,” Jonathan told him.

“You should always be polite,” Robert said. “Pass me the Parmesan.”

“Wait a minute,” Myra interjected. “They were going to pay you $75 million for a stadium you paid $25 million for?”

His mouth full, Robert nodded.

“And you would still own the stadium?” she said.

He nodded again.

“And you didn’t take it?” she said.

Robert put down his fork. “Let me explain something.”

Kraft’s first job as a boy had been selling newspapers outside Braves Field in Boston. After the games started, he’d sneak in and watch from the cheap seats. He knew every player’s name, number, and position. He particularly admired third baseman Sid Gordon, the team’s only Jewish player, and centerfielder Sam “the Jet” Jethroe, the team’s first black player. In the early 1950s, Braves Field was probably the only place in Boston where everyone would come together to cheer on a Jew and an African American.

“That was my team,” Kraft said as Myra and Jonathan listened. “After the Braves left town, a part of me died. I was heartbroken. I still remember that feeling. It never leaves you. So this isn’t about money.”

The phone rang again. This time Robert recognized the number—it was McDonough from the Boston Globe. No doubt his friend was calling for confirmation on whether the Patriots were heading to St. Louis or staying in New England. There was no way Kraft was taking that call.

Instead, after finishing his food, he stepped into his study and placed a call to Massachusetts governor William Weld at his home. That weekend, Kraft was supposed to travel to Israel on a trade mission with members of Weld’s administration. He told the governor he was going to have to cancel. Something big had come up.

“I’m about to buy the team,” Kraft told him.

Elated, Weld couldn’t believe it. He had already been preparing himself for the fact that the Patriots were leaving for St. Louis. He was also convinced that fans and the media would blame him for not doing more to keep the team in Massachusetts. “You saved my butt,” Weld said.

The two men exchanged verbal high-fives over the phone and Kraft invited him to the press conference in the morning. Weld said he wouldn’t miss it for the world. Then Kraft got down to the real reason for his call.

“I’m going out on a limb here,” Kraft told him. “We can’t survive and compete in the NFL market if we don’t have a new stadium in Boston.”

Weld said he totally understood.

“I need your commitment that you’re going to help me get one,” Kraft continued.

Weld gave his word.



Kraft and Orthwein were set to sign the closing documents in a private room at the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Boston early in the morning on Friday, January 21, 1994. The press conference announcing the sale was scheduled for immediately afterward. Robert’s son Dan was afraid he might miss the big event because he had an even more important event going on—his wife was pregnant with their first child, though they hadn’t broken the news to their parents yet. His wife was scheduled to have an ultrasound shortly before the start time of the press conference. There was no way Dan was going to miss the ultrasound.

As soon as they were finished at the hospital, Dan and his wife sped to the hotel, arriving just a few minutes before the press conference was set to start. Dan rushed inside with an ultrasound picture and showed it to his father.

“What’s this?” Robert said.

“Your first grandchild,” Dan said.

Robert’s eyes welled up. “I have a grandchild?”

With tears in his eyes, Dan nodded.

Robert stared at the image for a moment before handing it back to Dan. “And I just bought the Patriots,” he said, hugging Dan and his daughter-in-law. “Now, let’s go close this deal.”

It finally dawned on Dan that his father was holding a bottle of Dom Pérignon. “What’s that for?” Dan said.

“It’s for Orthwein.”

“Why are you giving him vintage champagne?” Dan asked.

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Dad, you’re giving him $170 million. He should be giving you champagne.”



Seated at a table with stationary microphones, Orthwein and Kraft faced the media. Smiling and looking like a man who had just escaped a bad marriage, Orthwein spoke first. “Thank you all for coming,” he began. “I appreciate it. In May of 1992 when I purchased the New England Patriots I said that I would be an interim owner.” He proceeded to outline all that he had done since then to keep his word. Hiring Bill Parcells and drafting Drew Bledsoe, he said, had given the team “a solid foundation for the future.” Insisting he had accomplished what he had set out to do, he thanked the city and introduced Kraft.

Before addressing the press, Kraft invited his family and Chad Gifford to join him. As they lined up behind him, Kraft thanked Orthwein. “This is a great day for my family and, I hope, for all the fans in New England,” he began. Then he started talking about the day the Braves left Boston and when the Dodgers left Brooklyn.

“Some people think it’s pretty silly to spend so much money just for a game,” he said. “But for those of you who are fans, let me tell you, this game holds the attention of this community and communities throughout this country from August to January in a way that’s hard to explain if you’re not into it. And it really impacts the psyche and the fabric of the community.”

As Kraft spoke, Orthwein looked at him and nodded.

“This is my hometown,” Kraft continued. “And I just believe this hometown wouldn’t have been the same if this team had left here.… If this team had left, I think it would have had a long-term damaging effect.”

His boys beamed. So did Myra. The amount of money her husband had paid for the team made her nervous. But as she stood over his shoulder and looked at all the reporters, cameras, and politicians from the governor to members of the Massachusetts congressional delegation looking back at her husband, she couldn’t help feeling an immense sense of pride over his achievement. At one point, she leaned over and whispered in Gifford’s ear: “Chaddie, are we going to be all right?” He smiled and nodded.

“In closing,” Kraft said, “I would just like to say that my objective in doing this is to help bring a championship to New England. We didn’t do this to be a doormat for any other teams.”

Twenty-three years after becoming a season ticket holder, Kraft had finally realized his dream. He owned the Patriots. It felt as though he’d been sprinkled with stardust. This, he felt, was going to be the most fun he’d had in his life.

Or so he thought.






seven MEET THE NEW BOSS
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Hours after the press conference with Orthwein, Kraft took his family to Boston Garden to see a Celtics game. It was their way of celebrating. Later that evening, Myra was in bed reading and Robert had just come to the bedroom when the phone rang, around 10:30. He answered it and sat down on his side of the bed. It was Bill Parcells. Speaking in an urgent tone, he said a situation had come up that required immediate attention.

“We need to re-sign Bruce Armstrong,” Parcells said.

“How much is that going to cost?” Kraft said.

“A four-year deal will cost $10 million.”

Kraft took a deep breath. He was already in the hole for $173 million.

“Ten million is a lot of money,” he said.

“Yeah, well, he’s our left tackle,” Parcells said. “He protects Bledsoe’s blind side. So he protects the franchise.”

Kraft listened as Parcells made his case. It was a moment that crystallized Kraft’s new reality—the most revered head coach in the NFL was calling him at home to discuss how to protect one of the brightest future stars in the game. Kraft suddenly occupied the catbird seat. The figures being tossed around were mind-boggling. But he was living a boyhood dream.

“Okay, Bill,” he said. “Go ahead. Ten million for four years.”

As Robert hung up, Myra looked up from her book and glared over the frame of her reading glasses. “Is the summer house in my name?” she said.



Under the financing package that Kraft negotiated with Bank of Boston, he put down $15 million. The remaining $158 million was borrowed. The percentage of debt made it the most leveraged loan in league history. Before approving the sale to Kraft, the NFL’s finance committee, which was composed of various team owners, wanted to hear from him and his lender. Kraft and bank president Chad Gifford were summoned to Atlanta just days before Super Bowl XXVIII.

In a hotel conference room, Kraft faced a group of NFL owners. As he spoke, one member of the finance committee—San Francisco 49ers team president Carmen Policy—sized him up. A lawyer by training, Policy served as proxy for 49ers team owner Eddie DeBartolo. Policy had been on the finance committee long enough to see the Patriots ownership change hands three times. He was also intimately familiar with the team’s financial problems and its inferior facility. His main question was whether Kraft was committed to owning the team for the long haul. The league was fed up with all of the uncertainty surrounding the Patriots.

“I want to be a good partner,” Kraft said. “I’m not buying with the idea of building up my equity so I can sell. I’m buying because this is going to be part of my life. And hopefully my legacy.”

Sensing sincerity, Policy said nothing more.

It fell to Gifford to break down the details of the loan and field questions about the bank’s financing package. His detailed, straightforward presentation impressed the committee. At the conclusion of his remarks, Gifford looked around the room, making eye contact with each owner. “I can guarantee members of this committee we would have never made the loan if we didn’t think Bob was going to follow through and be good for it,” he told them. “The bottom line is that we made this loan because of confidence in Bob Kraft.”

Gifford’s endorsement extinguished any lingering concerns.

Afterward, Kansas City Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt approached Kraft. Back in the seventies, when Kraft had owned the Boston Lobsters tennis team, Hunt had owned a rival tennis team.

“You know,” Hunt said, “I still think that lobster was the best sports logo I’ve ever seen.”

Kraft thanked him, and Hunt extended his hand and welcomed Kraft to the NFL.

That afternoon, Kraft and Gifford went for drinks at the hotel bar in Buckhead. O. J. Simpson entered the bar with a strikingly beautiful blond woman at his side. Heads turned as the couple approached Kraft’s table. When Kraft stood, Simpson flashed a big grin, put his arm around him, congratulated him, and cracked a joke about Parcells. The woman never said a word. Nor did Simpson introduce her. Five months later, when Simpson was charged with murdering his ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simpson, Kraft and Gifford recognized her picture on television as the woman who had been with O. J.

Later that evening, Kraft joined his son Jonathan for a nightcap in the bar. They were joined by NBC’s Bob Costas and Bryant Gumbel, former Redskins head coach Joe Gibbs, and actor Kevin Costner.

“You did a great thing,” Gumbel told Kraft.

It was strange to think they were having drinks with one of Hollywood’s biggest stars. Costner’s last film, The Bodyguard, with Whitney Houston, had been a box-office hit. His next film, Wyatt Earp, was due out in months. And he was about to start filming Tin Cup. After everyone drifted off to their rooms, Jonathan Kraft found himself alone with Costner, who had to fend off more than one young woman.

“We’re going to have to make you a Patriots fan,” Jonathan said.

“You can’t make me anything,” Costner said. “But you can earn my support.”

The Super Bowl scene was eye-opening. Celebrities were everywhere. And, suddenly, Kraft was being treated like one. The author George Plimpton walked up and said, “I’m your biggest fan.” Musician Charlie Daniels introduced himself and offered to sing the national anthem at a Patriots game. Feature writers from Sports Illustrated to the New York Times wanted to interview Kraft.

But the most illuminating aspect of the experience was Kraft’s encounters with Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones. When the two men first met during a private dinner for NFL owners at the home of Atlanta Falcons owner Rankin Smith, they were at opposite ends of the spectrum. Kraft was the newcomer, the guy just trying to put names with faces. Jones was on top of the football world. Just four years after buying the Cowboys, Jones was the envy of the league. Flamboyant and outspoken, he had his team on the verge of winning back-to-back Super Bowls. Yet, despite being the center of attention, Jones went out of his way to spend time with Kraft and make him feel welcome. Then, while at a party hosted by Commissioner Tagliabue on the eve of the Super Bowl, Jones approached Kraft again. This time he invited Kraft and his son Jonathan to watch the Super Bowl with him from his private box.

“We can’t do that,” Kraft said. “It’s your day.”

“I insist,” Jones said, confiding that he wasn’t extending an invite to any other owner.

Eager to learn as much as he could about how Jones ran his team, Kraft joined him in his suite at the Georgia Dome on January 30, 1994. Led by head coach Jimmy Johnson and his superstar trio of Troy Aikman, Emmitt Smith, and Michael Irvin, Dallas dismantled the Buffalo Bills for the second consecutive year, giving Jones his second Super Bowl championship. As Kraft looked on, he could scarcely envision that just over a decade later, he and Jones would each possess three Super Bowl championships, and the two of them would be recognized as the two most influential owners of the NFL’s modern era.

On the flight back to Boston the following morning, Kraft couldn’t wait to get to work.



In his first day on the job as owner, Robert Kraft signaled that the days of business as usual in New England were over. Alone on the hook for $173 million, Kraft wasn’t about to trust the management of the franchise to anyone else. Determined to learn and master the business of professional football, he stepped down as CEO of International Forest Products in order to fully immerse himself in his new role as chairman and CEO of the Patriots. While his second-eldest son, Dan, stepped in to run IFP, Kraft rounded out the executive team of the Patriots by appointing Jonathan Kraft president and Andy Wasynczuk chief operating officer.

At twenty-nine, Jonathan was by far the youngest senior executive in the NFL. Wasynczuk, in his mid-thirties, was right behind him.

Their appointments revealed a lot about the new direction Kraft wanted to take. Neither Jonathan nor Wasynczuk had any experience operating a professional sports teams. But they had both been educated at Harvard Business School and trained at Bain, where they were expected to figure out how complex companies across diverse industries could improve performance. Weeks before his purchase of the team went through the formal approval process by the league, Kraft and Wasynczuk were tasked with learning everything there was to know about two new concepts that promised to change the league’s landscape: the salary cap and free agency. There was a lot to figure out.

Prior to Kraft’s purchasing the Patriots, the NFL owners and the players’ union agreed that starting in 1994, teams would be limited to spending $34.6 million on player salaries. This new limit—referred to as a salary cap—was intended to bring parity to the game by preventing the more dominant teams in bigger markets—such as the New York Giants, San Francisco 49ers, Chicago Bears, and Dallas Cowboys—from gaining an unfair advantage over teams in smaller markets simply by outspending the competition. This was a change that Kraft thought would help the Patriots.

Free agency, on the other hand, came about after the league’s top defensive player, Reggie White, and others sued the league, resulting in a historic labor settlement that enabled players with at least five years of experience to become unrestricted free agents. During the litigation, an NFL lawyer told the court that free agency “would be the destruction of the National Football League that we know today.” The owners feared that they’d lose control over players, the salaries for top players would get out of control, and that roster turnover would become like a revolving door. But Kraft welcomed free agency as an opportunity to gain a competitive advantage through sound business practices and financial discipline, particularly as it pertained to evaluating personnel and managing payroll.

Right after returning from the Super Bowl in Atlanta, Kraft called a meeting with Bill Parcells and General Manager Patrick Forte. By then, Wasynczuk and Jonathan Kraft had begun creating spreadsheets and plugging in numbers based on analytics designed to determine a free agent’s value on the open market: age, years in the league, position, average salary, and so on. At Kraft’s invitation, they joined the meeting with Parcells and Forte.

At the outset, Kraft said he wanted to begin by discussing free agency. The conversation quickly turned to the decision to re-sign offensive lineman Bruce Armstrong. At Kraft’s request, Parcells reiterated why he thought $10 million over four years was the right price.

“Bill,” Jonathan interjected, “where does Armstrong rank among the twenty-eight left tackles in the league?”

Parcells gave him a blank stare.

“Is he top five?” Jonathan continued. “Top ten? Top fifteen? And what’s the average salary for left tackles?”

His tongue forming a ball in his cheek, Parcells glared at Jonathan.

“The salary cap is going to be $34 million,” Jonathan said. “What percentage of the cap do we think should be going to the offensive line? And how much of that number needs to go to left tackle?”

Parcells had heard enough.

“Look, Harvard boy,” he boomed. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. But let me tell you how it’s done in the NFL. You call the agent up and you throw out a number. And you know the number’s low, and that’s okay. And the agent’s going to throw out a number, and it’s going to be high, and that’s okay too. But then you meet in the middle. That’s the way it’s done in the NFL. You got it, Harvard boy?”

“First of all,” Kraft said, “I didn’t go to Harvard. I went to Harvard Business School. There’s a difference. Second, the system you just described is the way it used to be done in the NFL. There’s a salary cap now, and you have to start thinking about—”

“Patrick,” Parcells said, looking at Forte, “teach this kid how this fucking works! I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

The contentious exchange exposed a culture clash between the way Bill Parcells was used to running his football teams and the way Robert Kraft was used to running his businesses. Although they were the same age, Kraft and Parcells looked at the business of football from very different perspectives. Parcells wore a whistle and a headset. His domain was the locker room and the sideline. His job was to lead and motivate men in a game of violent conflict. Intimidation and confrontation were his methods of operation. He was the public face of the franchise, the dominant personality in the room. He made decisions purely on instinct and ruled with an iron fist.

Kraft dressed in a suit and tie and operated from behind a desk. He was at home in boardrooms. His role was to oversee and manage large, complex organizations. His trademark traits were forming relationships of trust with people of influence and finding ways to differentiate his business from his competitors. He thrived behind the scenes. His name appeared on the lower right-hand corner of the checks. He was data driven and liked to lead with a velvet touch.

Kraft followed through on his commitment to offer Bruce Armstrong a $10 million contract extension. But he informed Parcells that Armstrong’s contract would include a provision requiring him to make a minimum of ten appearances each year at Boston-area charities.

Parcells wasn’t thrilled about telling Armstrong he had to do charity work.

This wasn’t going to be unique to Armstrong, Kraft informed him. He planned to put the same provision in every player contract the Patriots negotiated going forward.

“Why are we telling the players they have to go out in the community?” Parcells groused.

Kraft had his reasons. On the night that he returned from St. Louis and informed Myra that he had spent $173 million on the Patriots, she was angry. She was even angrier when he turned down $75 million in cash to walk away from the deal. Her life revolved around philanthropy. The $75 million, she insisted, would have enabled them to do a lot more for the needy. “Forget about the $75 million,” Kraft told her that night. “If we do a good job running this franchise, we will have a bigger impact on the community than if we gave $1 million a week to charity.” She made him promise. “With this team, we will bring this community together,” he told her. “I promise.”

Kraft didn’t bother trying to explain all of that to Parcells.

Nor did Parcells try to explain where he was coming from. A creature of the pro football world, he’d spent his entire adult life in the business and he knew how to navigate it. Kraft, on the other hand, was new to the game and didn’t yet understand how it was played. While the new owner was finding his way, Parcells figured that things between them weren’t going to be smooth.



While attending his first NFL owners meetings in March 1994, Kraft said very little. The good news for him was that none of the league business discussed behind closed doors seemed particularly complicated. He was more surprised by the chaotic scene he witnessed outside the room. On the second day of the conference, when the owners recessed for lunch, Kraft stepped out with Jerry Jones and got on an escalator. As they started to descend, Kraft spotted a throng of television cameramen and reporters waiting below. Kraft wondered what was going on.

It turned out that the night before, Jones had said something provocative. It had started when Jones proposed a toast and subsequently felt snubbed by his head coach, Jimmy Johnson. Later that night, well after midnight, Jones was in the hotel bar when he let slip to reporters that he “should have fired [Johnson] and brought in Barry Switzer.” He added: “There are five hundred coaches who could have won the Super Bowl with our team.” It was no secret by that point that the relationship between Jones and Johnson was frayed. But when word of Jones’s comments got to Johnson on the morning of the second day of meetings, Johnson stormed out.

As Jones reached the bottom of the escalator and was instantly surrounded by lights and microphones and shouts of “Jerry,” Kraft made a mental note about the new world he was in. As the CEO of a global commodities company, Kraft had spent years attending trade organization meetings with other leaders in the forest products industry. Never once had he emerged from a meeting and encountered members of the media. Never once had he been interviewed about something he’d said or done in his capacity as the owner of a paper mill or a manufacturing plant. Nobody outside the industry cared what paper and lumber executives had to say about anything.

Watching Jones get bombarded with questions about an offhand comment he’d apparently made to a couple of people over drinks was a stark reminder that the entertainment business was a big change from selling commodities. Professional football was a fishbowl.

The experience convinced Kraft that the Patriots organization needed a highly skilled communications executive to manage the organization’s day-to-day interactions with the press and the community. He specifically wanted someone he already knew and trusted. Back when Kraft owned the CBS affiliate in Boston, he had been impressed with television journalist Don Lowery and promoted him to be the head of the station’s editorial board. Lowery was the first African American to hold the position, and he worked closely with Myra Kraft, who was also on the editorial board, to make a positive impact on minority communities throughout Boston. After Kraft sold the station, Lowery went on to have a successful career working in PR for corporate clients.

Days after returning from the NFL meetings, Kraft attended a black-tie fund-raiser in Boston, where he ran into Lowery. The two men embraced.

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of you,” Kraft told him. “What are you doing tomorrow morning at eight?”

“Sleeping.”

“You’re going to go meet Parcells.”

“What do you mean?” Lowery said.

“I’m going to see Parcells. You’ll come. And if he trusts you, you’ll get the job.”

“What job?”

“We’ll talk about it on the way down to Foxborough. I’ll pick you up a little before eight.”

Lowery had no idea what Kraft had in mind. But he agreed to go along because of their relationship. While Kraft owned the station, Lowery’s mother suffered a massive stroke. She survived, but some of her health-care costs fell to him. Unable to manage under his salary, he explained the situation to his station manager and requested a pay raise. The humiliating conversation ended with his boss telling him that the station wasn’t in a position to increase his salary. Distraught over the prospect of having to quit his job and find new employment, Lowery got a call from Kraft. “Donny, I heard about the money,” Kraft told him. “Don’t worry about it. It’s taken care of.” When Lowery tried to thank him, Kraft cut him off. “You don’t need to thank me,” he said. “You deserve it.”

That phone call changed the path of Lowery’s life. He stayed in Boston and went on to have a very fulfilling career. But it was that unforgettable feeling of being appreciated and understood in a time of crisis that prompted Lowery to hop in Kraft’s car on a Sunday morning and head off to a meeting with Bill Parcells—without even knowing what Kraft had in mind. During the drive, Kraft explained how badly he wanted to improve the team’s public perception, as well as its relationship with the community. “I want the team to form a deeper connection with the people of New England,” Kraft told him. “You are the ideal person to help us do that.”

But the role Kraft had in mind for Lowery would also include working with Parcells to manage the PR side of the team. “That’s why I want to get Parcells to buy in before offering you the job,” Kraft told him. “This is only going to work if Parcells trusts you.”

“Any suggestions?” Lowery asked.

“Just do what you have to do to make him feel comfortable with you,” Kraft said.

Lowery wasn’t sure exactly what that meant.

“Listen,” Kraft said. “Parcells will come at you. Don’t be intimidated. He just wants to see how you react.”

Parcells was at his desk when Kraft knocked and entered. Parcells stood up and Kraft introduced Lowery. Then Kraft ducked out.

Lowery knew little about Parcells’s background, other than the fact that he was from New Jersey. Lowery had nearly gone to college in New Jersey on a football scholarship.

“I got recruited to play at Rutgers,” Lowery told him.

“Rutgers?” Parcells said. “Who was the coach?”

“John Bateman.”

“Bateman! Oh, he’s a great guy. Had some good players.”

Parcells spent the next twenty minutes pontificating about Rutgers football. He never got around to asking Lowery about his experience in PR. He decided Lowery was a nice enough fellow.

On the drive back to Boston, Kraft congratulated Lowery. He was the new Director of Public and Community Relations for the New England Patriots.



Only three teams had a worse record than the Patriots in 1993. That meant the Patriots had the fourth overall pick in the 1994 draft. Prior to the draft, Parcells invited a few top pro prospects to Foxborough for one-on-one meetings. One of the invitations went to Willie McGinest, an All-American linebacker at the University of Southern California, where he had earned a reputation as a ferocious pass rusher and punishing tackler. He reminded Parcells of the greatest player he’d ever coached—linebacker Lawrence Taylor.

When McGinest arrived in Foxborough, Parcells showed him two sets of film clips. One was a series of plays from McGinest’s worst game, against UCLA. The other clips were from his best game, against Penn State.

“If I was to draft you, which Willie McGinest would I get?” Parcells said.

“The one you saw in the Penn State game,” McGinest said.

After the visit, McGinest never heard another word from Parcells. Nor did his agent. But McGinest’s agent got a barrage of calls from Dallas. Owner Jerry Jones coveted McGinest. The Cowboys informed McGinest’s agent that they were trading a top player to the Rams in exchange for the Rams’ fifth-overall pick, which they were going to use to select McGinest.

Confident he was headed to the Super Bowl champion Cowboys, McGinest had a number of representatives from the Cowboys organization with him on draft day. But Parcells chose McGinest with the fourth pick. McGinest was elated. He had grown up watching Parcells coach the New York Giants to two Super Bowls. There was no one he would have rather played for.

Kraft was eager to meet the first player drafted under his tenure of ownership. When McGinest arrived in Foxborough for a press conference, Kraft scheduled some time alone with him. After telling him how thrilled he was to have him join the Patriots, Kraft let it be known that he expected him to be involved in community service. “It’s important to give back,” Kraft told him. “And you are being given a big platform to make change.”

It was the first time anyone in the football world had talked to McGinest that way. Kraft also introduced McGinest to Myra. She immediately started talking about the Boys and Girls Clubs of Boston. She told McGinest that she wanted him to go with her to spend time with troubled and less fortunate children. The Krafts’ message resonated with him. He had grown up in Long Beach, where gangs and neglect and poverty had landed many children in his neighborhood in trouble.

McGinest’s introduction to Parcells went a little differently. That summer in training camp, Parcells was abrasive toward him. Yelling. Swearing. Getting in his face. “He talked to everyone the same way,” McGinest said. “Whether you were a first-round draft pick or a third-string lineman, he yelled at you and embarrassed you and singled you out for criticism. He didn’t care about your status. He treated everyone the same way, which I respected.”

McGinest quickly figured out how to survive under his new coach. “You can’t take shit personally with Parcells,” he said. “You have to have a shield around you mentally to deal with it. You couldn’t be sensitive or emotional.”
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