







[image: Image]


[image: Image]

Copyright © 2001 by Vince Lombardi, Jr. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-0-07-137979-3
MHID:       0-07-137979-7

The material in this eBook also appears in the print version of this title: ISBN: 978-00-7137060-8, MHID: 0-07-137060-9.

All trademarks are trademarks of their respective owners. Rather than put a trademark symbol after every occurrence of a trademarked name, we use names in an editorial fashion only, and to the benefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of infringement of the trademark. Where such designations appear in this book, they have been printed with initial caps.

McGraw-Hill eBooks are available at special quantity discounts to use as premiums and sales promotions, or for use in corporate training programs. To contact a representative please e-mail us at bulksales@mcgraw-hill.com.

TERMS OF USE

This is a copyrighted work and The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. (“McGraw-Hill”) and its licensors reserve all rights in and to the work. Use of this work is subject to these terms. Except as permitted under the Copyright Act of 1976 and the right to store and retrieve one copy of the work, you may not decompile, disassemble, reverse engineer, reproduce, modify, create derivative works based upon, transmit, distribute, disseminate, sell, publish or sublicense the work or any part of it without McGraw-Hill’s prior consent. You may use the work for your own noncommercial and personal use; any other use of the work is strictly prohibited. Your right to use the work may be terminated if you fail to comply with these terms.

THE WORK IS PROVIDED “AS IS.” McGRAW-HILL AND ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO GUARANTEES OR WARRANTIES AS TO THE ACCURACY, ADEQUACY OR COMPLETENESS OF OR RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED FROM USING THE WORK, INCLUDING ANY INFORMATION THAT CAN BE ACCESSED THROUGH THE WORK VIA HYPERLINK OR OTHERWISE, AND EXPRESSLY DISCLAIM ANY WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. McGraw-Hill and its licensors do not warrant or guarantee that the functions contained in the work will meet your requirements or that its operation will be uninterrupted or error free. Neither McGraw-Hill nor its licensors shall be liable to you or anyone else for any inaccuracy, error or omission, regardless of cause, in the work or for any damages resulting therefrom. McGraw-Hill has no responsibility for the content of any information accessed through the work. Under no circumstances shall McGraw-Hill and/or its licensors be liable for any indirect, incidental, special, punitive, consequential or similar damages that result from the use of or inability to use the work, even if any of them has been advised of the possibility of such damages. This limitation of liability shall apply to any claim or cause whatsoever whether such claim or cause arises in contract, tort or otherwise.


Dad, this is for you




Contents

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

PROLOGUE:
VINCE LOMBARDI AND THE QUEST FOR LEADERSHIP

PART I:
THE FOUNDATION OF LEADERSHIP: WHAT IT TAKES TO BE #1

CHAPTER 1:
LOMBARDI ON LOMBARDI

CHAPTER 2:
THE VINCE LOMBARDI LEADERSHIP MODEL

CHAPTER 3:
SELF-KNOWLEDGE: THE FIRST STEP TO LEADERSHIP

CHAPTER 4:
CHARACTER AND INTEGRITY

CHAPTER 5:
DEVELOPING WINNING HABITS

PART II:
INSPIRING OTHERS TO GREATNESS: HOW TO LEAD LIKE VINCE LOMBARDI

CHAPTER 6:
TEACHING, COACHING, AND LEADING

CHAPTER 7:
BUILDING THE WINNING ORGANIZATION

CHAPTER 8:
MOTIVATING THE TEAM TO EXTRAORDINARY PERFORMANCE

CHAPTER 9:
VINCE LOMBARDI ON WINNING

EPILOGUE:
“ALL THE MAN THERE IS”

ENDNOTES

INDEX


Acknowledgements

Any important project such as this is a team effort, and a good leader acknowledges everyone who made it possible. So here is a heart-felt thank you to those who made this book a reality. Jill, my wife of thirty-five years, thank you for your patience and understanding. My sons, Vincent, John and Joseph, and especially my daughter, Gina, my computer expert and ever vigilant grammarian. Terry Bledsoe, Ed Cerny and Roger Bel Air, trusted filters for the early version of this work. Jeff Cruikshank, a talented writer, who brought needed organization and clarity to the book. Finally, Jeffrey Krames, McGraw-Hill editor-in-chief and publisher, who exhibited some of Vince Lombardi’s “mental toughness” in bringing this effort to successful completion.




Prologue
Vince Lombardi and the Quest for Leadership

There are no hereditary strata in
leading. They’re not born; they’re
made. There has to be an inclination,
a commitment, a willingness
to command.

Imagine that sometime in the near future you live through one of those opening scenes from Close Encounters of the Third Kind.

You’re driving your SUV down a deserted country road on a moonlit night. Suddenly, the calm of the summer night is shattered by the arrival of a spaceship, just ahead of you on the road. You are apprehensive, but unafraid. A strange-looking creature emerges, and you discover that you’re able to communicate with each other.

The creature looks you in the eye and says,

Take me to your leader.

What will you do? Take him to the White House? To your statehouse? Maybe you’d be more inclined to go roust out the CEO of your company. Maybe the first person you’d think of is your town’s mayor or the superintendent of schools.

The creature has asked you to put a face on leadership. For me, and maybe for you, that would be a difficult task today. Why? Because today, a legitimate leader is hard to find. We live in a time when authority is questioned, gratification is instant, morals are relative, ethics are situational, and the truth is apparently what we decide it is. We lead lives of comfort and ease, and as a result, we’ve lost our hunger to lead and achieve. Today, fewer people are willing to make the sacrifices that are necessary to become a leader.

Leadership is not just one quality, but rather a
blend of many qualities; and while no one
individual possesses all of the needed talents that
go into leadership, each man can develop a
combination to make him a leader.

The quote comes from my father, Vince Lombardi. In my opinion, Lombardi developed the qualities and talents that make a leader.

Most people who know football agree. Vince Lombardi was one of the greatest football coaches in the history of the professional game. In 10 seasons as a head coach in the National Football League—9 with the Green Bay Packers and 1 with the Washington Redskins—Lombardi compiled a truly amazing record: 105 wins, 35 losses, and 6 ties.

His Packers played in six World Championship games and won five, including the first two Super Bowls. His postseason record of nine victories and a single defeat is unrivaled in the history of professional football.

So how, exactly, did my father accomplish what he did? How did he attain #1 status? Equally important, how did he consistently maintain it?

I believe that the answer to these questions lies not in one game plan or another, but in an approach to life—a philosophy of leadership. And that’s what this book is about.

I think I have a unique perspective on Vince Lombardi. He died when I was 28 years old. That means I had the privilege of spending not only my childhood with him, but also much of my young adulthood. As a child, I knew, respected, and loved him, and in those simple times he was simply a father to me. Eventually, I knew that the world saw him as someone special. That only confirmed what the boy already knew.

I also got to know him again as an adult. As I grew older, I came to understand that, just like the rest of us, he had his blind spots and shortcomings. We agreed on the big things, and disagreed on a lot of the smaller ones but I never doubted his leadership abilities. I know I’ll never meet another leader quite like him.

A LEADER FOR MANY GENERATIONS

In my own life, I have been a lawyer, politician, writer, and National Football League and United States Football League executive. I’ve also done a lot of public speaking, and now I do it for a living as a professional speaker. In all of those contexts, I’ve been amazed at the consistent level of interest that people have shown in my father.

When I speak, I very often have people my own age or older come up to me and tell me that my father was a hero to them. They tell me that they have my father’s famous quote, “What It Takes to Be #1,” hanging in their office or den. (For more about this, see the last page of this book.) These are people who cut their football teeth on the Packers when the team was at the pinnacle of football success in the 1960s. In addition, the Packers, although from the smallest NFL city, weren’t just a local phenomenon. Because of their success, they were very often one of the two teams in the second game of a nationally televised doubleheader, so people from all over the country got to know Vince Lombardi and his proud Packers. In the 1960s, all across America, people grew up on the Packers.

What truly amazes me is the number of younger people, many of them born after my father’s death in 1970, who also speak about him as a hero and role model. This is just a guess, but I sometimes think that the level of public interest in my father is actually increasing. (An excellent biography by David Maraniss, published in 1999, has only intensified the spotlight that shines on my father’s memory.) How many sports figures are still accumulating new fans 30 years after their death?

What is the cause of this interest—even fascination?

I think people are fascinated by a coach who, although focused and ambitious, wasn’t particularly interested in the limelight. (In fact, he was painfully shy, and the kind of easy banter that today’s coach is supposed to be able to engage in never came easily to my father.) A coach who didn’t land his first head coaching job (other than at the high school level) until the relatively advanced age of 46. A coach who rarely went out of his way to make life easy for journalists and, perhaps because of that, sometimes received rough treatment at their hands.

Obviously, there’s a hunger out there for the kind of leadership that my father embodied. I’m not a psychologist nor am I a historian, but it seems to me that a leadership vacuum opened up in this country during the 1960s. Our national leaders looked at the lengthening list of seemingly intractable problems (Vietnam, race relations, and increasing levels of crime and violence) and political humiliations (beginning, but not ending, with Watergate), and a tragic thing happened: They lost confidence in themselves!

Then the next tragic thing happened: The rest of us lost confidence in our leaders. In a few short years, we became a nation of doubters, despite the fact that our nation was then (and still is today) the wealthiest, most powerful, and most opportunity-filled nation on earth.

Vince Lombardi was one of the few leaders on the national stage who didn’t seem to have any doubts. He was intense. He was articulate. He believed in his leadership ability. And he had a win–loss record that made believers out of a lot of other people. He expressed the opinion, forcefully and unapologetically, that the pursuit of victory—fairly and squarely, and within the rules—was life’s great challenge. Not victory for its own sake, but victory as a test—a test of how far you could push yourself to your limits and beyond, a test of your ability to overcome your doubts and weaknesses, and a test of how much of your God-given talent and ability you were willing to expend in the pursuit of success and victory.

A case in point: Vietnam was frustrating in part because it was a limited war. As a nation, how could we commit fully to winning a war that could be fought only in limited ways? And here’s someone not from Washington or New York, but from Wisconsin, reminding us what an unlimited commitment looked like. (The similarities between football and warfare probably reinforced this subconscious connection.) Here’s someone who, on what seemed like an annual basis, got to celebrate joyful victories. No wonder Vince Lombardi got rooted so deeply in the American psyche!

WHY ANOTHER LEADERSHIP BOOK?

In this book, I want to present a clear picture of my father’s leadership model.

I’m sure that there are at least a few people out there who groaned when they read that last sentence: Not another book on leadership! What can possibly be said about leadership that hasn’t already been said, ad nauseam?

My answer is, given the absence of leadership today in all walks of life, perhaps a lot has been written about it, but not enough has been read and internalized. How many books and articles about leadership are published every year? Hundreds? Thousands? You’d think that all those authors would have satisfied the demand by now. Not true: In a recent survey of corporate executives in this country, half of the respondents reported that their organizations lack the leadership that will be needed to assure their success into the 21st century.

But I’ll be more candid than many authors of leadership books. I’ll admit up front that you may not learn anything “new” about leadership from this book. But I think there’s an excellent chance that you will find a framework and a model that’s compelling, practical, and durable.

In other words, there’s a chance that some of the principles outlined in this book will stick with you. And that’s the important point. How many diets does it take for you to get down to the weight you want? Just one: the one you stick with. How many times do you have to reorganize your desk, your office, your approach to your job before you experience some of the changes you’d like to see? Just one: the reorganization you commit to and discipline yourself to stick with. How many different approaches to leadership do you have to sample before you begin to see some positive results? Just one: the one that you understand, believe in, internalize, commit to, and stick with.

Fundamentals win it. Football is two things;
it’s blocking and tackling. I don’t care about
formations or new defenses or tricks on defense.
If you block and tackle better than the team
you’re playing, you’ll win.

Because it is fundamentally sound, I think my father’s leadership model was and is a compelling one. It may prove to be the one you can believe in, commit to, and stick with.

Why? In part because leadership is exercised on many levels and in many contexts, and I think my father’s model works well on all those levels. It can help you be #1 on the football field (although this is only incidentally a “football book”). It can help you be #1 at the office, in your community, and in the hearts of your loved ones. Lombardi’s leadership model is about finishing first, but it’s also about finishing what you start, rather than quitting and compromising on your goals. One of my father’s gifts was his ability to turn a few ideas into a call to action:

Most important of all, to be successful in life
demands that a man make a personal commitment
to excellence and to victory, even though the
ultimate victory can never be completely won. Yet
that victory might be pursued and wooed with
every fiber of our body, with every bit of our might
and all our effort. And each week, there is a new
encounter; each day, there is a new challenge.

It’s OK with me if somebody says, “This doesn’t sound like the model for me.” But I hope no one says, “I’m not a leader, so this book isn’t for me.” Even if you don’t sit in the corner office, or give speeches, or lead a pro football franchise, you are a leader or on your way to becoming one. If you’re a parent, you’re certainly a leader. If you’re a good friend or a good neighbor, you’re a leader. People are learning from the model of your life. They are deciding to emulate things that you do well—and maybe resolving to avoid doing some of those other things that you do. You’re a leader. The question is, What kind of leader are you capable of becoming?

In this book, I’ll draw upon the letters, speeches, and other writings that my father left behind. Unless otherwise attributed, the quotes on these pages are my father’s. In his own way, he was an extremely articulate person. I respected that quality in him enormously. So, whenever possible, I’ll let him speak for himself.

I’ll do my best to quote him in context, protecting the sense of what I think he was trying to say. A lot of my father’s comments show up out of context and are confusing, misleading, or both. That’s unfortunate. I believe that words have power and energy. As a leader, you can call forth this energy as you link words together. Words are the tools of a leader. (Someone once said that Winston Churchill “mobilized the English language and sent it into battle to steady his fellow countrymen.”) In this book, you’ll see many examples of how my father used words to persuade people to give him their absolute best effort. You can do the same.

The converse is also true. Used poorly—or maliciously—words can cause great pain and confusion. They can demotivate and negate effort. My father made some mistakes with words, as all leaders do, and we’ll look at those as well.

Throughout this book, I’ll draw on my personal experiences and understanding of the man. As noted at the beginning of this introduction, I think that my nearly three decades of proximity to him gives me a special insight into his leadership philosophy. Where possible, I’ll tease out specific “lessons” that I’ve learned from my father and set them off from the text for easy reference (“Lombardi’s Rules”). Perhaps this tactic will be helpful to the reader; perhaps it won’t. The risk is making things too simplistic. But I think people are so busy and so overwhelmed with information today, that they may not have time to dig for buried treasure. I encourage you to pick and choose, and find those things that are useful to you.

I’ll also weave my own observations about leadership into the chapters that follow. You should pick and choose among these, too. But as I noted earlier, I’ve been a manager and a leader in a variety of large and small organizations. I’ve learned quite a bit about what motivates people and about what works and what doesn’t work in a business setting. In the course of my professional speaking career, I’ve struck up dialogues with literally hundreds of leaders and managers. As a result of the give-and-take in these exchanges, I’ve absorbed a great deal about the business issues and leadership challenges confronting managers in today’s fast-paced workplace.

One last introductory thought: Speaking of those dialogues, I once heard a discussion of a phenomenon called the “tyranny of the or.” This “tyranny” would seem to dictate that a leader can be either compassionate “or” results oriented, but not both, fair “or” tough, but not both.

The reality—confirmed by the example of my father—is that a leader can and should possess all of these qualities. Indeed, to be a leader, you should possess most or all of the many qualities mentioned in this book. “Balance” is not the answer. In other words, you don’t become a leader who is fair by being less firm. You don’t become compassionate by being less driven by results. Leaders are fair, disciplined, compassionate, results driven, and all of the other qualities that we will cover in the Lombardi leadership model.

Paradoxical? Yes, but paradox is a universal law. The day you were born is the day you begin to die. Less can be more. Logic and intuition are both necessary qualities for a leader. To lead, you must serve. Leadership cannot be taught, but must be learned. I believe my father was expressing this paradox of leadership when he said,

Leaders no longer understand the relationship
between themselves and the people; that is, people
want to be independent and dependent, all at the
same time, to assert themselves and at the same
time be told what to do.

PREVIEW: THE VINCE LOMBARDI LEADERSHIP MODEL

Although he never committed his entire leadership model to paper, my father had some definite ideas on exactly what qualities were required for effective leadership. To Vince Lombardi, traits such as character and integrity were the prerequisites of leadership, and it is these crucial qualities that provide the bedrock for his leadership vision.

Part I of this book, entitled “The Foundation of Leadership,” is organized around those vital leadership traits. Part II, “Inspiring Others to Greatness,” shows how my father applied those qualities in a leadership setting. Although much more will be said about the model throughout the book (particularly in Chapter 2), I thought it would be helpful to start with a preview of his leadership method. Vince Lombardi felt that leadership was an evolutionary process and that the road to leadership begins with an awareness of oneself. The following flowchart illustrates the evolutionary nature of the leadership process:
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Let’s briefly look at each element:

Leadership starts with self-knowledge: Self-discovery leads to self-knowledge. Only by knowing yourself—your principles and values—can you hope to become an effective leader.

Self-knowledge is the basis for character: Once you understand yourself, you can start to grow and write your character. Along with good habits and competence, this creates the skills required for effective leadership.

Character is the root of integrity: Without character, asserts Vince Lombardi, there can be no integrity.

Integrity provides the foundation of leadership: Character and integrity are the two pillars of effective leadership.

I hope that this book helps you become the leader you aspire to be and makes your victories come sooner and your successes more meaningful and enduring.




PART I
THE FOUNDATION OF LEADERSHIP:
What It Takes to Be #1




Chapter 1
Lombardi on Lombardi

I’ve been in football all my life, gentlemen, and I don’t know whether I’m particularly qualified to be a part of anything else, except I consider it a great game, a game of many assets, by the way, and I think a symbol of what this country’s best attributes are: courage and stamina and a coordinated efficiency or teamwork.

At many a moment on many a day, I am convinced that pro football must be a game for madmen, and I must be one of them.

Is it possible for one person to label a game—professional football—both a symbol of this country’s best attributes and a game for madmen?

Is it possible for one person to be shy, cautious, moody, short tempered, autocratic, demanding, confident, friendly, warm, and considerate?

Is it possible for a single person to evoke the emotions of awe, affection, hate, fear, and respect in the people around him?

Sure, it is. I have known one such person: my father, Vince Lombardi. He had all those qualities. He inspired all those reactions in the many people whose lives he touched. Without ever trying to be complicated or sophisticated, he was that paradox we just talked about in the prologue.

In this chapter, I want to introduce my father to people who never knew him. Throughout the book, I’ll make references to episodes from the major phases of his life, so it seems sensible to include a brief biographical sketch for the benefit of those people who have only a vague idea of who “Vince Lombardi” was and why we’re still talking about him 30 years after his passing. But let me emphasize that this is not a biography of my father. For those in search of a comprehensive and chronological picture of his life, two excellent biographies already are out there (Vince, by Michael O’Brien, and David Maraniss’ When Pride Still Mattered, mentioned in the prologue), as are a number of more focused books, including a lively and insightful write-up of his year with the Redskins (Coach, by Tom Dowling) and my father’s own Run to Daylight.

And since much of this book is going to consist of my own reflections on my father’s leadership model, as well as my own experiences as a leader, I’ll begin this chapter with a couple of selected stories that illustrate the complex, difficult, intense, and rewarding relationship that existed for almost three decades between two guys named Vince Lombardi: father and son.

GROWING UP LOMBARDI

My relationship with my father was probably a lot like that of other people who spent any amount of time with Vince Lombardi—although, in my case, a bit more intense. The feelings generated within those relationships covered the emotional spectrum, ranging from respect and love on the one hand to intense dislike on the other. And with my father, you could walk that entire spectrum in the course of a five-minute conversation.

I recall vividly an episode that occurred when I was a freshman at the then-College (now University) of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. I had gone to school early for football practice, but I had hurt my knee and wasn’t playing. This was frustrating for me. It was mid-September, the season was underway, and I wanted to be out there practicing with my teammates.

One of those September weekends, the Green Bay Packers, with Coach Lombardi, came to Minneapolis to play the Vikings. I had spent my summers over the last few years doing chores at the Packer training camps, and I had stood on the sidelines at dozens of Packer games, watching the team earn its reputation as the best in pro football. I knew many of the players well, and some I considered my friends. So I looked forward to seeing them again, as I limped into the lobby of the hotel where they were staying. I wasn’t disappointed. A group of Packers who were waiting to check in greeted me warmly and gave me all kinds of sympathy for my injured knee.

Then I went up to my father’s suite. He welcomed me with a big bear hug and one of his huge smiles. I basked in the warmth of his affection. There was nothing quite like the feeling you got when Vince Lombardi made you feel welcome.

My father knew about my knee, so he arranged to have Dr. Jim Nellen, the team physician, take a look at me. Nellen turned my leg this way and that, pushed and probed with his fingers, and said that although the joint was a little loose, there was nothing else wrong with my knee.

Upon hearing this, my father lit into me. He yelled at me in no uncertain terms to quit babying that knee and start running on it. I was hurt, embarrassed, and reduced to tears. From loving father to demanding taskmaster, in a matter of minutes!

But it wouldn’t be fair to end the anecdote there. It turns out that my father made the right call. I ran on the knee the next day, and it didn’t feel as bad as I thought it would. I started my first varsity game a couple of weeks later, well ahead of my expected recovery schedule.

The Good Lord gave you a body that can stand most
anything. It’s your mind you have to convince.

A second story: At the end of my freshman year at St. Thomas, I made a dumb mistake. Caught up in the pressures and anxieties of final exams, I forgot to arrange for on-campus housing for the following fall. When I got back to school at the end of that summer for football practice, I discovered that I had no place to live.

Well, no big deal. I got together with four of my teammates, and we rented the top floor of a house a few blocks from campus. To the extent that I thought about it at all, I guess I thought that I had come up with a good solution to a problem that should never have come up in the first place. I happened to mention the solution to my mother the next time I called home.

Bright and early the next morning, my father called the dean of students. “Send my son home,” he told the dean in a non-negotiable tone of voice. “He’s not living off campus.” Or that’s what the dean told me when I was called in to get the news. Again, I was angry and embarrassed, but my father’s word was law. The school found me a room on campus, and I moved out of my “bachelor pad,” leaving my teammates behind.

And once again, that’s not quite the end of the story. Without the temptations of off-campus living to deal with, I made the dean’s list both semesters that year. Meanwhile, of the four guys I had originally arranged to live with, two were back on campus by the second semester, another took six years to graduate, and the last never did graduate. My father, it turned out, knew me better than I knew myself—or, at least, he was able to make a good guess about the pitfalls that might await me if I set up housekeeping with four other sophomores.

Before I can embrace freedom, I should be aware
of what duties I have.

Flash forward to about six years later, when I was 26 years old and married with a couple of kids. My wife, Jill, and I traveled to Milwaukee for a Packer pre-season game. As I recall it, I hadn’t seen my parents for about six months, and in the interim, I had grown my sideburns pretty long. This was the late ’60s, and most males my age had at least a little extra hair on their faces.

I walk into my parents’ room—a certified adult, two kids!—and my father barks out, “Get rid of those sideburns!” So I turn around, go back to my room, and shave my sideburns.

Some disputes between my father and me weren’t resolved quite so quickly. During my senior year in high school, I mentioned to him that I thought that I’d major in physical education at college because I wanted to be a coach. He fixed his intense stare on me for a few seconds. “That’s OK,” he said curtly, “but if you do, I’ll not put one penny toward your education.”

Needless to say, that got my attention. “Well,” I asked, “what do you think I should do?”

“I think you should go to law school.”

“I’m not going to law school!”

So began a debate that went on for four full years. When I got to be a senior, I realized I had nothing better to do, so I applied to law school, got accepted to the University of Minnesota, and enrolled there. Within a few short weeks, I quit. I decided that I had been right all along: I didn’t want to go to law school. My father was very disappointed in me, and in his own way he let me know about it. At the time, I decided it wouldn’t be prudent to point out to him that he had done more or less the same thing, dropping out of Fordham Law School after an unhappy year there.

Time passed. I got married, started getting serious about a family and other adult responsibilities, and realized that I needed more education. So I went back to law school at night. This was a terrible grind. Jill deserves enormous credit for holding our marriage and our family together during those four years when I worked days, went to school at nights, and generally was an absent partner and parent.

But what do I remember best about that difficult period? I remember the enormous pride that my father felt in me on that hot June night when I finally graduated from William Mitchell College of Law. “My son, the lawyer,” he said to everyone within earshot, grinning that famous grin.

I tend to believe in catching stars, and have been
willing to take my chances on the hernia.

Recently, somebody tried to tell me that I had been abused as a child. I thought about that for about two seconds and decided that it was nonsense. When I did something wrong, breaking a rule of the household, I was punished. Punishment could take the form of a firm whack on some part of my anatomy, or banishment to my room, or being assigned some particularly dirty job.

Needless to say, I didn’t like getting punished. But you know what? It worked. Pretty soon, I began to make the all-important connection of cause and effect: You screw up; you pay the consequences. I think this was a very valuable lesson, and it’s one that fewer and fewer parents seem to be teaching today. I never felt that I was a victim. Instead, I reached the conclusion that there were people out there—starting with my father and mother, Marie—who deserved my respect. And when I gave them their due respect, I started earning their respect back. That’s what a lot of my own struggles with my father were all about.

Don’t succumb to excuses. Go back to the job of
making the corrections and forming the habits that
will make your goal possible.

A WINNER’S CAREER IN FOOTBALL

Let’s briefly review my father’s background and career to see how he formed his leadership habits. Vincent Thomas Lombardi was born on June 11, 1913, to a vibrant and sprawling Italian-American family living in Sheepshead Bay, New York. That neighborhood was a section of Brooklyn that had once been an upper-class summer resort area, but had gradually been transformed into a community for the immigrants pouring into the city through Ellis Island. His father and uncle ran Lombardi Bros., a meat wholesaler, and young Vince got his first business education from his father, who, although more or less unschooled, ran a successful business in a cutthroat industry and an unforgiving city.

When he was 15, Lombardi enrolled at Cathedral Prep, a school run by the Brooklyn diocese for Catholic boys who hoped to become priests. Although Lombardi ultimately left Cathedral and chose a different path for himself, the Church remained a central part of his belief system and his daily ritual for the rest of his life.

But the reason he left Cathedral was his other great passion: football. The priests who ran the school strongly disapproved of football, which they condemned as violent. Vince switched to St. Francis Prep, Brooklyn’s oldest Catholic school, where he was able to play competitive football for the first time. He reached his adult height and weight as a teenager, so he could hold his own physically. But more important, he discovered an intensity about football that almost guaranteed that he would play while more talented athletes with less drive stayed on the bench.

Brains without competitive hearts are rudderless.

Lombardi enrolled at Fordham University in the fall of 1933, football scholarship in hand. Fordham was a cloistered, intense environment, run by members of the intellectually rigorous Jesuit order. The priests pushed him hard, perhaps for the first time in his life, to think about the world and his place within it. The Jesuits believed that humans could perfect themselves through hard work and dedication to excellence, principles that guided Lombardi for the rest of his life.

Meanwhile, Fordham’s football coach, Jim Crowley—made legendary years earlier by sportswriter Grantland Rice as one of Notre Dame’s “Four Horsemen”—pushed Vince as a football player. As it turned out, Lombardi was both injury-prone and not a particularly gifted athlete. But Fordham had good teams in the mid-1930s, and the defensive line (including an intense guard named Butch Lombardi) achieved regional celebrity as the “Seven Blocks of Granite” that refused to yield to its opponents.

After college, my father cast about for a purpose in life for two years. He didn’t want to work in the family meat business. He enrolled in Fordham Law School (his father’s idea!), but abandoned that effort after a year. Finally, in the fall of 1939, he took a job at St. Cecilia, a parochial school in Englewood, New Jersey, where a Fordham classmate hired him as an assistant football coach. It wasn’t a full-time job, of course: Lombardi was also expected to teach physics, chemistry, and Latin. My father wooed and won his girlfriend, Marie Planitz—whose conservative Irish–German family wasn’t so sure about an Italian son-in-law—and the building blocks of his adult life were now all in place: religion, family, and football.

I was born on April 27, 1942. There was apparently some confusion about whether I was to be named “Vincent Thomas Lombardi, Jr.” My father seems to have insisted that I take his father’s first name, Henry, as my middle name. My mother agreed, and I, of course, had no opinion on the subject. So I’m not a “Jr.,” although I’ve usually gone by that name simply because it avoids a lot of confusion.

That was the same year that my father became head coach at “Saints” (as it was known locally) and began to build a local reputation as a football coach. At one point, Saints ran off a string of 32 unbeaten games, an astounding accomplishment for a relatively small parochial school. Lombardi parlayed this success into an assistant coaching position at his alma mater, Fordham, which he took up in the summer of 1947. (This was a few months after my sister, Susan, was born, rounding out our family.) Two years later, in January 1949, he took yet another assistant position, this time at the United States Military Academy at West Point, where he worked for head coach Colonel Earl H. “Red” Blaik.

Blaik was yet another formative influence on Lombardi. Blaik was devoted to football; it was more or less his entire life. He loved studying films of games, a relatively unknown technique back in the late 1940s, and worked his coaches and his players hard. He was both rigid and flexible, and he had a gift for making complex things simple, traits my father successfully imitated. Blaik also was a personal friend of General Douglas MacArthur, and my father was sometimes assigned the task of showing Army game films from the preceding Saturday to the aging general in his eagle’s nest atop New York’s Waldorf-Astoria Towers.
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In 1954, my father broke into the professional ranks when he took a job as an assistant coach for the New York Giants. He had hopes of getting the Giants’ head coaching job, but wound up as the offensive assistant to Jim Lee Howell. By this time, Lombardi felt that he had a lot to contribute to a football team’s success, and at the Giants’ summer training camp in 1954 he introduced his ideas to some skeptical pros. Eventually, both sides met in the middle, for the benefit of all. Lombardi learned how to work with very gifted professional athletes, and the athletes were reintroduced to discipline and hard work.

Howell had the benefit of two extraordinary assistants: my father on offense and player–coach Tom Landry on defense. Both went on to lead professional teams to great successes—my father at Green Bay and Landry at Dallas. They turned the Giants into winners, and other teams took notice. In 1957, the Philadelphia Eagles asked my father to take their head coaching position. It was tempting: After all, there were only 12 such jobs in the world, and the other 11 were spoken for. But the Eagles were in disarray not only on the field, but off the field as well. After much agonizing, he turned the Eagles down, hoping for an opportunity with a team with a better management structure.

That opportunity came at the end of 1958, when one of the worst franchises in the NFL, the lowly Green Bay Packers, asked Lombardi to take over as their head coach. The once-proud Packers had just finished a miserable 1–10–1 season, the worst in the team’s history. Lombardi knew he was in a strong bargaining position, and he took full advantage of that knowledge. He signed on as coach and general manager, which effectively gave him complete operating control over the team.

Most people with any knowledge of football know what happened over the course of the next decade, and I’ve already mentioned those remarkable events in the introduction to this book. I’ll have a lot to say in subsequent chapters about how Lombardi accomplished these feats and what leadership lessons we should draw from those accomplishments.
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My father’s professional life was devoted mainly to making his teams successful. (He didn’t tolerate outside interests interfering with his players’ dedication to their game and certainly wouldn’t have put himself in that situation.) So when I refer to my father as a leader, a manager, and a businessperson, I’m referring mainly to his experience as a football coach and executive.

As the Packers’ general manager, Lombardi ran a tight ship, and he ran it conservatively. He effectively dominated the Packers’ seven-person executive board, a result of his success on the field, his generally recognized insight into people, and his forceful personality. (He could be a hard man to argue with.) In addition, though, the board gave Lombardi a lot of latitude in part because he and its members were philosophically in tune. My father’s reluctance to award big contracts, for example, dovetailed neatly with the board’s own fiscal conservatism.

I was a fly on the wall for most of those years in Green Bay, and I got the opportunity to see how my father ran his organization. He was an effective delegator, especially—as we’ll see in Chapter 7—when it came to things not directly related to the success of the team on the field. He found ways to compensate in areas where he didn’t have much experience, especially at the outset of his professional coaching career. He didn’t hesitate to ask questions when he didn’t understand something, and he didn’t tolerate answers that he considered half-baked.

Some front-office workers never stopped seeing him as intimidating and authoritarian. But others realized that he welcomed respectful challenges, especially when someone could make a strong case that he was wrong.

You can call me a dictator. The fact is that I am
reluctant to take any step that doesn’t have the
wholehearted support of my whole staff.

He hated wasting time. He ran tight, agenda-driven meetings that began—and ended—on schedule. Meetings focused on exchanging information and decisions, and decisions were final.

A meeting is only a means of communication. Its
purpose should be to produce a change in
procedure. This procedure could be in knowledge,
attitude, behavior, or skill. In our meetings,
management gives information, it collects
information, it pools information, and it discusses
the best way to approach the problem. We have
one hard and fast rule: Once the group is agreed
upon the method, there is no deviation until the
group agrees to the change.

In other words, no second-guessing and no backbiting, a policy that fostered solidarity and loyalty among his assistants. He further earned the loyalty of those assistants by paying them well and using their time wisely. And, of course, everybody loved being associated with a winner.

In the years that he served the Packers as coach and general manager, he limited his outside activities mainly to the occasional product endorsement and speaking engagement. (The number of opportunities to do both, of course, went up sharply as the Packers crept into the national consciousness as winners.) At first, he spoke primarily to local groups, but as he became a national figure, he spoke to groups across the country. At first, he favored gatherings at which he felt some natural kinship with the people—such as Catholic charitable events—but over time he accepted more offers to speak to organizations like the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) and other industry groups. His themes remained consistent, even as his platform got bigger. The advice he gave to the fund-raisers at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Appleton, Wisconsin, in 1962 could have been replayed years later at the NAM convention:

In order to succeed, this group will need a
singleness of purpose, they will need a dedication,
and they will have to convince all of their
prospects of the willingness to sacrifice.

For most of his career, my father didn’t get involved in any other outside activities. One exception came in 1968. He was persuaded to play himself in a motivational sales training film distributed by a Chicago-based company. I’ll cite his comments from that film at various points in this book, since it presented a pretty concise summary of his leadership model. Called Second Effort, the film showed an earnest, but hapless, salesman being shown the ropes by Coach Lombardi. The plot was almost nonexistent, and the acting was pretty amateurish. (I told my father that he was no threat to Richard Burton or Paul Newman; in response, he demanded to know what he should have done differently to turn in a better performance.)

But any weaknesses in the acting or the story line turned out to be unimportant: The film was a runaway success. It sold 10 times more copies than most films of its type—more than 8,000 units—and earned my father a significant amount of money in royalties. “Not bad for four days’ work” I heard him chuckle on more than one occasion. The film is still in demand today, and I have the royalty checks to prove it.

He stepped down as Packer head coach at the end of the 1967 season, retaining his general manager’s job. Although he needed a break and a change, he realized quickly that he had made a serious mistake. After a year of self-imposed idleness, he surprised the football world by announcing that he had agreed to serve as the head coach of the Washington Redskins, a team run by the celebrated lawyer Edward Bennett Williams.

We’re going to have a winner the first year.

He was putting the “Lombardi Legend” on the line. He had never had a losing season as a professional coach. The Redskins were an average team, playing .500 ball for a dozen years, and they had not won a championship for almost 30 years. Once again, as he had a decade earlier in Green Bay, Lombardi turned things around, mostly through the force of his own personality and through the heroic efforts of a small group of talented Redskin players who understood and bought into the Lombardi vision. Together, they led the team to a respectable 7–5–2 record in the 1969 season.

As it turned out, it was my father’s last season. He was taken ill in the spring of 1970 and hospitalized in June with intestinal distress. The grim diagnosis: a virulent cancer of the colon. He died on September 3, 1970, and the football world—and a good piece of the larger world as well—felt the loss.

LOMBARDI AS LEGEND

When he held his first news conference in Washington as the newly appointed head coach of the Redskins, there was considerable excitement in the nation’s capital. The Redskins were not quite as hapless as the Packers had been 10 years earlier—but they desperately needed help. And by all accounts, Lombardi was the man to give it to them. “In Green Bay,” as one sportswriter reminded the world at that time, “he was widely known as St. Vincent.”

What would Lombardi tell the 100-or-so journalists who had assembled to hear his maiden D.C. press conference? “Gentlemen,” he began, “it is not true that I can walk across the Potomac River—not even when it is frozen.”

When a group of old friends in Bergen County, New Jersey, began trying to arrange a “Vince Lombardi Day,” they sought his counsel. “I don’t think Vince Lombardi is important enough to have a day set aside for him,” my father wrote to the group, in a gentle effort to head off the event.

Being considered a living legend was “embarrassing as the devil,” he told a Sports Illustrated writer. “Nobody wants to be a legend, really,” he told another writer.

Well, I knew my father pretty well, and I think he actually had mixed feelings on the subject of being a legend. He enjoyed mixing with presidents and corporate leaders; he savored the opportunities that his belated fame had afforded him. He loved being associated with a hugely successful franchise and was willing to accept his share of the credit for that success. He had no fear of being “found out” and being revealed as a fraud, as so many celebrities later confess to having felt when they first achieved success. He knew he was good. There was nothing to find out.

“I’m wrong just about as often as I’m right,” he wrote modestly of himself. Sometimes he stressed how important luck was, in the era of parity in professional football. “Like a golfer who remembers each shot,” recalled the late Steelers owner Art Rooney, “Lombardi remembered all the breaks of the season that went in his favor, fumbles recovered, punts that rolled out of bounds instead of into the end zone.”

Again, I take all this with a grain of salt. He never talked about luck with his players; he talked about preparation. And on more than one occasion, he used the parity argument to make exactly the opposite point: Luck doesn’t favor the lucky; it favors the prepared team. “In pro football,” he once told an assistant, “the balance of personnel is so even that the difference between success and failure is player control—in every phase.”

So again, we have a paradoxical, somewhat elusive figure at the heart of this book. My father made forceful statements—statements that he obviously believed—that were contradictory. He sometimes said less than he intended to say and puzzled his listeners. He sometimes said more than he intended to say and had to beat a quick retreat. For all of these reasons, we will have to proceed carefully as we attempt to tease his leadership model out of the things he said and did.

Red Blaik, the head coach at West Point who taught Lombardi much of what he knew about coaching football, once made an ear-grabbing statement about my father: “Lombardi,” Blaik said, “is a thoroughbred with a vile temper.”

Looking through some of my father’s papers after his death, I found some more observations by Blaik. In May 1966, Fordham University honored Vince Lombardi with its Insignis Medal, an award that my father found enormously gratifying. The speaker who introduced my father that night was “Red” Blaik. His comments, which follow in their entirety, set up much of the discussion that will follow in later chapters:

He is volatile, and of a temper which he controls like a thermostat.
But he is also mellow and rich with affection that he shares with
players, friends, and even at rare times with rivals.

He is a demanding fundamentalist, intolerant of those who
fail to meet their own potential. But he is also a tireless teacher
who respects the intellect and spares no effort to make a depressed
[Bart] Starr into the great quarterback he is.

He is motivated to success—to win, if you will—not for
personal glory but rather for the personal satisfaction that
comes from great accomplishment.

He is strong willed and on occasion tactless,
but never one to state that he “was misquoted.”

He is capable of warm fellowship, but believes strongly that respect is
the essential ingredient that cements successful human relations.

He is fearless and of great candor, but he also knows it takes 
a special emotional and mental drive to overcome the personal
fallibility that one knows who must make the great decision.

And with it all, he is strictly a human guy, with an infectious
personality—moody on occasion, but always buoyed by
proud family ties, unfailing dedication to his friends,
to his church, and to his high principles.

I think this is an apt description of a reluctant legend—and more important, a leader.


Chapter 2
The Vince Lombardi Leadership Model

Management is leadership. When management fails, it reflects a lack of leadership. All of you possess leadership ability. But leadership rests not only on outstanding ability. It also rests on commitment, loyalty, and pride. It rests on followers who are ready to accept guidance. Leadership is the ability to direct people and—more important—to have those people accept that direction.

At some point in the mid-1960s, my father began giving what I will call “The Speech.”

I have a red file folder full of variations on The Speech. They are far more alike than they are different from each other. Of course, my father would tailor the beginning and end of The Speech and sometimes insert some appropriate jokes and anecdotes, to make The Speech more relevant to a specific audience. But the core of The Speech was more or less unchanged, from banquet hall to convention center to college auditorium.

In the late 1960s, when social unrest was on the rise, he modified The Speech considerably, doubling its length and giving it a more overtly political cast. But all of the basic building blocks from the original version of The Speech were carried forward.

All told, he must have given a version of The Speech hundreds of times. (My mother used to say, half in jest, that she had heard it thousands of times.) In less formal settings, he would work from a half-dozen five-inch-square photocopied sheets, with a combination of typed and written code phrases that moved him through the body of The Speech (“Ldrs lonely people—cordial, remote, maintain distance himself & group”). In speeches to large groups, he usually had a typed-out version of The Speech, on which he might make notes in advance.

In all cases, he felt free to improvise, and he often did improvise, usually elaborating on his tried-and-true themes. This is another reason there are variations upon variations of The Speech.

This chapter begins with a representative version of The Speech, which I’ve put together from the many versions in my file. (I’ll leave out the “political modules” that Lombardi inserted toward the end of his life, since these are somewhat dated and don’t bear directly on the main themes of this book anyway.) I’ll use the title my father most often used—“Leadership”—since that was so much his passion and is the focus of this book.

THE SPEECH

As we’ll see, The Speech contains the core of what I’ll call “the Lombardi leadership model.” In the second half of the chapter, I’ll present the essentials of that model, which serves as the framework for several of the chapters that follow.



LEADERSHIP

A year ago, in making a talk to a similar group in a similar situation, I had a difficult time in arriving at a method of approach: how to reach this intelligent audience?

Then, finally, I arrived at the only subject through which I could conceivably contribute anything—my own experience of trampling grapes in my local vineyard—namely, football.

I have been in football all my life, and I do not know whether I am particularly qualified to do much else except coach football. I can only say it is a great game, a game of great lessons, a game that has become a symbol of this country’s best attributes—namely, courage, stamina, and coordinated efficiency.

It is a Spartan game, and requires Spartan-like qualities in order to play it. By that, of course, I don’t mean the Spartan tradition of leaving the weak to die. I mean, instead, the qualities of sacrifice, self-denial, dedication, and fearlessness.

Football is a violent game. To play it any other way but violently would be imbecilic. But because of its violent nature, it demands a personal discipline seldom found in modern life.

Football is more than the National Football League alone. Football is Red Grange, Jim Thorpe, and the many hundreds of other stars who have made this the great game that it is. Football is all of the thousands of high school and college boys who play it and the many millions more who watch it, either in person or on television.

Regardless of what level it is played upon—high school, college, or the professional level—it has become a game that not only exemplifies this country’s finest attributes, but more than that, it has the means and the power to provide mental and physical relaxation to the millions who watch it from the sidelines.

I need no other authority than the great General MacArthur to prove my point, and I quote him:

Competitive sports keeps alive in all of us a spirit of vitality and enterprise. It teaches the strong to know when they are weak, and the brave to face themselves when they are afraid. It teaches us to be proud and unbending in defeat, yet humble and gentle in victory. It teaches us to master ourselves before we attempt to master others. It teaches us to learn to laugh, yet never forget how to weep. It gives a predominance of courage over timidity.

I sometimes wonder whether those of us who love football fully appreciate its great lessons. For example: that it is a game played by more than a million Americans and yet, a game uninhibited by racial or social barriers.

It is a game that requires, in early season, exhaustive hard work to the point of drudgery. A game of team action, wherein the individual’s reward is that total satisfaction that is returned by being part of the successful whole. A game that gives you 100-percent fun when you win and exacts 100-percent resolution when you lose.

A game like war and also a game most like life—for it teaches that work, sacrifice, perseverance, competitive drive, selflessness, and respect for authority are the price one pays to achieve worthwhile goals.

And it has larger implications. Today, all of us are engaged in a struggle more fiercely contested and far more important to our future. It is the struggle for the hearts, the minds, and the souls of men. In this struggle, there are no spectators, only players. It is a struggle that will test our courage, our strength, and our stamina. Only if we are physically, mentally, and spiritually fit will we win.

We live in an age fit for heroes. No time has ever offered such perils or such prizes. Man can provide a full life for humanity—or he can destroy himself with the problems he has created. The test of this century will be whether man confuses the growth of wealth and power with the growth of spirit and character. If he does, he will be like some infant playing with matches who destroys the very house he would have inherited.

You are the leaders of this country. I believe it is the obligation of our leaders to see that we are awakened to this need. Unless we can do something to get everyone in America moving in this direction, we may not be able to keep America strong.

Calisthenics, exercise, and muscle toning are not the complete answer. There is also a need to develop a strong spirit of competitive interest throughout the nation. In other words, a strong body is only one-half of the answer. We fail in our obligation if we do not also preserve the American zeal to be first and the will to win.

American freedom—and I mean freedom, not license—could be lost and possibly succumb to the consequence of aggressive secularism and communism, unless the values underlying that freedom are thoroughly understood and embraced by our leaders.

For decades, we as individuals have struggled to liberate ourselves from ancient tradition, congealed creeds, and despotic states. In this struggle, freedom was necessarily idealized against order, the new against the old, and genius against discipline. Everything was done to strengthen the right of the individual and weaken the authority of the state and church.

Maybe the battle was too completely won. Maybe we have too much freedom. Maybe we have so long ridiculed authority in the family, discipline in education, decency in conduct, and law in the state that our freedom has brought us close to chaos.

Maybe our leaders no longer understand the relationship between themselves and the people—that is, that the people want to be independent and dependent, all at the same time. They want to assert themselves and yet at the same time be told what to do.

Management is leadership. When management fails, it reflects a lack of leadership. All of you possess leadership ability. But leadership rests not only on outstanding ability. It also rests on commitment, loyalty, and pride. It rests on followers who are ready to accept guidance. Leadership is the ability to direct people and—more important—to have those people accept that direction.

The educated man is the natural leader. He may not get all of his education in college; in fact, his inspiration may come from anyplace. If he studies the past, his country, his people, his ancestry, and the lessons of history, he is educated.

I think you will agree that what is needed in the world today is not just engineers and scientists. What is needed, too, is people who will keep their heads in an emergency, no matter what the field. Leaders, in other words, who can meet intricate problems with wisdom and with courage.

Leadership is not just one quality, but rather a blend of many qualities. And while no one individual possesses all of the talents that are needed for leadership, each man can develop a combination that can make him a leader. Contrary to the opinion of many, leaders are not born; they are made. And they are made by hard effort, which is the price we must all pay for success.

We are not born equal. Rather, we are born unequal. The talented are no more responsible for their talent than the underprivileged are for their position. The measure of each is what he does.

Our society, at the present time, seems to have sympathy only for the misfit, the ne’er-do-well, the maladjusted, the criminal, the loser. It is time to stand up for the doer, the achiever, the one who sets out to do something and does it. The one who recognizes the problems and opportunities at hand, and deals with them, and is successful, and is not worrying about the failings of others. The one who is constantly looking for more to do. The one who carries the work of the world on his shoulders. The leader. We will never create a good society, much less a great one, until individual excellence is respected and encouraged.

To be a leader, you must be honest with yourself. You must know that as a leader, you are “like everyone else”—only more so. You must identify yourself with the group and back them up, even at the risk of displeasing your superiors. You must believe that the group wants, above all else, the leader’s approval. Once this feeling prevails, productivity, discipline, and morale will all be high. In return, you must demand from the group cooperation to promote the goals of the corporation.

As a leader, you must believe in teamwork through participation. As a result, your contacts with the group must be close and informal. You must be sensitive to the emotional needs and expectations of others. In return, the group’s attitude toward the leader should be one of confidence infused with affection.

And yet, the leader must always walk the tightrope between the consent he must win and the control he must exert. Despite the need for teamwork and participation, the leader can never close the gap between himself and the group. If he does, he is no longer what he has to be. The leader is a lonely person. He must maintain a certain distance between himself and the members of the group.

A leader does not exist in the abstract, but rather in terms of what he does in a specific situation. A leader is judged in terms of what others do to obtain the results that he is placed there to get.

You, as a leader, must possess the quality of mental toughness. This is a difficult quality to explain, but in my opinion, this is the most important element in the character of the leader.

Mental toughness is many things. It is humility. It is simplicity. The leader always remembers that simplicity is the sign of true greatness and meekness, the sign of true strength. Mental toughness is Spartanism, with all its qualities of self-denial, sacrifice, dedication, fearlessness, and love.

Yes, love. “Love” is not necessarily “liking.” You do not need to like someone in order to love them. Love is loyalty. Love is teamwork. Love is respect for the dignity of an individual. Love is charity. The love I speak of is not detraction. A man who belittles another—who is not loyal, who speaks ill of another—is not a leader and does not belong in the top echelons of management.

I’m not advocating that love is the answer to everything. I am not advocating a love that forces everyone to love everybody else. I am not saying that we must love the white man because he is white, or the black man because he is black, or the poor man because he is poor, or the enemy because he is the enemy, or the perverse because he is perverse. Rather, I am advocating a love for the human being—any human being, who just happens to be white, black, poor or rich, enemy or friend.

Heart power is the strength of your company, of your organization, of America. Hate power is the weakness of the world.

Mental toughness is also the perfectly disciplined will. The strength of your group is in your will—in the will of the leader. The difference between a successful man and others is not in the lack of strength, nor in the lack of knowledge, but rather, in the lack of will. The real difference between men is in energy. It is in the strong will, the settled purpose, the invincible determination.

But remember that the will is the character in action. If we would create something, we must be something. This is character. Character is higher than intellect. Character is the direct result of mental attitude. A man cannot dream himself into character; he must hammer and forge one for himself. He cannot copy someone else’s qualities; he must develop his own character qualities to fit his own personality.

We should remember, too, that there is only one kind of discipline, and that is the perfect discipline. As a leader, you must enforce and maintain that discipline; otherwise, you will fail at your job.

Leadership lies in sacrifice, self-denial, love, fearlessness, and humility.

And this is the distinction between great and little men.



So that’s a version of The Speech. It was last delivered in Dayton, Ohio, on June 22, 1970. A week later, my father entered a hospital in Washington, D.C., for treatment of excruciating stomach pains. He died three months later.

Why should we pay attention to a speech that hasn’t been heard in 30 years? I think there are a couple of reasons.

First, there is a continuing fascination with Lombardi’s life and the philosophy that directed that life. Many people (including me) believe that my father was an extraordinarily successful leader. They want to understand that success and perhaps emulate it in their own lives. For those people, The Speech is a necessary starting point.

Second, the Speech was my father’s best effort to summarize his views on leadership. He sharpened, distilled, and refined it over the course of several years. As a result, it is very quotable. In fact, it is the source of many of the quotes that are attributed to my father. There is a steady stream of books about Vince Lombardi, including several books of quotes. In most of these cases, the Speech is cut up and interspersed with quotes from other sources.

But to my mind, many of those quotes don’t make much sense out of context. “If we would create something, we must first be something.” Even in the context of The Speech, that requires some careful reflection. What is character in action? How does that relate to mental toughness? Again, The Speech is a good starting point.

But for two reasons, at least, it is only a starting point.

CAPTURING HEARTS

The first reason, of course, was the purpose for which The Speech was intended. It wasn’t an exercise in logic and wasn’t intended to be. When people hired Vince Lombardi to speak, they expected—and got!—a highly emotional pitch, delivered with great passion. When my father spoke publicly, he grabbed for people’s hearts, as well as their minds.

He almost always got those hearts, too. His reputation preceded him, of course: People tended to take to heart what the legendary Vince Lombardi was telling them. And although he wasn’t a “polished” speaker, he knew how to play to his own strengths. He was a highly physical performer, jabbing at the air with his extraordinarily long index finger, parking his hands on his hips and cocking his head for dramatic effect, and somehow turning his stocky build, gravelly voice, and New York accent into credibility-builders.

I mentioned the fact that my mother joked about hearing The Speech thousands of times. She also said that no matter how often she heard it, it never failed to move her. Obviously, thousands of other people were equally moved.

Given The Speech’s primary purpose—inspiring, motivating, capturing hearts—it’s not surprising that it leaves a lot of questions unanswered. My father fudged the question as to whether a football coach had much to say to high-powered corporate leaders. (He merely claimed to have learned a few things “trampling grapes” in a “local vineyard.”) He claimed that football was “like war” and “like life,” but didn’t go far beyond making those assertions. He made some bold imperative statements about honesty, performance, mental toughness, love, character, will, and discipline, but didn’t give his audience much of a sense of how someone should act on the basis of those bold statements.

Like all great speakers, in other words, he left his audience asking for more. In fact, many organizations asked him to come back repeatedly. Nobody seemed to mind that The Speech didn’t change much from year to year. They wanted inspiration, and Vince Lombardi gave it to them.

Inspiration is essential, like air and food. But I think there is even more to be gotten out of my father’s words and deeds. I think there is a Lombardi leadership model, which managers can use to position themselves and their organizations for success.

A THINKER AT WORK

The second reason The Speech doesn’t give us the complete picture is that my father wasn’t the kind of person to spend weeks or months lining up his thoughts to make a bulletproof argument. That wasn’t how he chose to spend his time.

He was a thoughtful person with a quick mind, trained mostly by Jesuits. He thought and worried about deep issues, including the sometimes conflicting demands that were imposed upon him by his faith and his career. (Faith called upon him to be patient and forgiving; football required him to be impatient, tough, and relentless.) He was fond of the classics and enjoyed playing Latin word games with his old parochial school buddies. He read voraciously.

As I see it, this is all evidence of an active and fertile brain. But it would be a stretch to call him an “intellectual.” He was far too impatient to count angels on the head of a pin. And more important, he was paid to lead, rather than to think about leading. He was paid to deliver results. So it was unusual for him to sit around and come up with intellectual arguments as to why things should or shouldn’t be done in a certain way. Far more often, he figured out how to move people from here to there, and then he moved them. And although he cast a long shadow and left big footprints, he didn’t write a lot down. Unfortunately, he didn’t leave us a road map.

But the lack of a road map doesn’t mean that there was no system to my father’s particular brand of leadership. In fact, there was a model that consistently guided his activities and made him the leader that he was. And if we look at the many clues he left us—and are willing to read between the lines when necessary—I believe we can puzzle out the essentials of that model.

THE LOMBARDI LEADERSHIP MODEL

The model began with self-knowledge. Consider the following:

One of our goals in life has to be to know ourselves, as the ancient Greek axiom put it. It is the first step toward self-improvement.

My father had a strong sense of self. He gave a great deal of thought to issues like purpose, truth, faith, humility, and compassion. He cultivated these qualities in himself and tried to live them.

LOMBARDI RULE #1



Know yourself.

This is wisdom that is as old as mankind.
You can’t improve on something you don’t understand.



Sometimes—as we’ll see in later chapters—he came up a little short in one or another of those qualities. In other words, he was human like the rest of us. He worried about his shortcomings and sometimes went to great lengths to mend fences with people whom he had offended. But the larger point is that he used these opportunities to learn more about himself.

If I had to do things all over again, I think I would
pray for more patience maybe, and more
understanding.

Self-knowledge, in turn, is the central building block for character and integrity. My father had deep reservoirs of both, more than anyone else I’ve ever met. As he saw it, the word “character” was a stand-in for things like belief, habit, courage, sacrifice, responsibility, hard work, discipline, mental toughness, and willpower.

LOMBARDI RULE #2



Build your character.

Character is not inherited; it is something that can be, and needs to be, built and disciplined.



Here’s an excerpt from a letter he wrote to the players after the 1962 championship game:

I was extremely proud of our conduct during the Championship game. We never lost our poise under what were very trying conditions. The Giants tried to intimidate us physically, but in the final analysis, we were mentally tougher than they were and that same mental toughness made them crack.

Character is the perfectly disciplined will, and you are men of character. Our greatest glory was not in never falling, but in rising when we fell.

Clearly, leadership is more than just character. There can be no leader without “followers.” (And we are all followers, at one time or another.) And people don’t follow managers who don’t act with integrity.

The difference between men is in energy,
in the strong will, in a singleness of purpose,
and an invincible determination. But the great
difference is in sacrifice, in self-denial, in love
and loyalty, in fearlessness and in humility in the
pursuit of excellence and in the perfectly
disciplined will. Because this is not only the
difference between men, this is the difference
between great and little men.

Also, leadership, whether in sports or business, grows in large part out of competence. And in football at least, competence is measured in wins and losses. A winning record gives you lots of latitude; a losing record gets you fired.

LOMBARDI RULE #3



Earn your stripes.

Leaders earn the right to lead. How?
They manifest character and integrity, and they get results.



“He can be the way he is and get results,” Redskins back A. D. Whitfield once commented. “Nine hundred and ninety-eight out of a thousand would try it his way and get nothing. Lombardi is the master of his technique; the others are just beginners at it. They lack something, and when those others start carrying on the way Lombardi does, you just say, ‘Ah, the hell with you, buddy.’ But you don’t rebel against Lombardi. His method is worth it, because you win. Players under him have never experienced a losing season. He knows what he’s doing.”

My father had a succinct way of putting the same thought:

No leader, however great, can long continue unless
he wins battles. The battle decides all.

Perhaps my father’s most famous quote—which I’ll return to in a later chapter—was “Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.” This quote conjures up a bad picture in some people’s minds. They envision an out-of-control father at a Little League game, yelling at his son for not being a winner, or an overheated coach berating the kids on a Pop Warner football team.

Believe me, that wasn’t what my father was about at all. The following excerpt makes his point far more effectively, I think:

There is something in great men that needs a head-
to-head combat. I don’t say these things because I
believe in the brute nature of man, or the violent
nature of man, or that man must be brutalized in
order to be combative. I believe that man’s
greatest hour, in fact his greatest fulfillment, his
finest fulfillment—is that moment when he has
worked his heart out for a good cause and lies
exhausted, but victorious, on the field of battle.

Victory on the field of battle is in part the outgrowth of a comprehensive vision. It’s not enough to have character and competence; you also have to have the Big Picture constantly in mind.

LOMBARDI RULE #4



Think Big Picture.

The Big Picture is your road map and rudder. It can’t
change in response to minor setbacks. But it must change
as the competitive environment changes.



You have to understand how the Big Picture must change in response to changing circumstances; but you also have to protect your ultimate goals from unnecessary alterations:

The difference [between a good coach and an
average coach] is knowing what you want, and
knowing what the end is supposed to look like. If a
coach doesn’t know what the end is supposed to
look like, he won’t know it when he sees it.

Leadership grows out of self-knowledge, character and integrity, competence, and a comprehensive vision. When these building blocks are in place, the leader can move individuals and organizations. In my opinion, the key to my father’s success was his extraordinary ability to get people to go beyond themselves—to give more to the cause than they ever believed they were capable of giving. He did this through his personal example of enormous energy and unflagging commitment. He did this by embodying the high standards that he wanted to see in others. He did this by bestowing or withholding his approval. When you got that smile, that pat on the back, that “Attaboy!”, it made all the sacrifice and the hardship seem worthwhile. And the next day, you’d start all over again, working to win his approval and avoid his disapproval.

I know this is what motivated his players, and it’s certainly what motivated me. What’s amazing to me is that some 30 years after his death, a lot of the players and I are still “seeking his approval.” In the back of our minds, we’re checking our plans and their execution against his demanding standards. Is this the way he would have done it or would have wanted us to do it?

LOMBARDI RULE #5



Leaders are made, not born.

Leadership grows out of self-knowledge, character and integrity,
competence, and a comprehensive vision. When these building
blocks are in place, the leader can lead.



Of course, The Speech and my father’s various other spoken and written commentaries touch upon many more leadership-related subjects, including, for example, the relationships between teaching, coaching, selling, and leading; how winning organizations are built; how people and organizations can be inspired and motivated for success; and the prizes and pitfalls inherent in winning. In later chapters of the book, I’ll lay out perspectives—my father’s and my own—on these and other leadership-related topics.

First, though, we should look closely at self-knowledge, character and integrity, competence, and vision. Why? Because these are the leadership qualities upon which everything else rests.

As an individual living in a community, aren’t these the qualities that you want in your neighbors and in the civic-minded volunteers who sit on key town boards?

As a parent, wouldn’t it fill your heart with joy to know that your teenagers and grown-up children have these qualities?

As a manager, wouldn’t your job be infinitely easier if the people working with you embodied these qualities?

As the owner of a business, wouldn’t it be great if these were the qualities that your customers thought of, when they thought of your business?

As citizens, don’t we want these qualities to motivate (and constrain) the people who lead our nation?

THE LOMBARDI RULES

The winning model

Know yourself.

This is wisdom that is as old as mankind.
You can’t improve on something you don’t understand.

Build your character.

Character is not inherited; it is something that can be,
and needs to be, built and disciplined.

Earn your stripes.

Leaders earn the right to lead. How? They manifest
character and integrity, and they get results.

Think Big Picture.

The Big Picture is your road map and rudder. It can’t
change in response to minor setbacks. But it must change
as the competitive environment changes.

Leaders are made, not born.

Leadership grows out of self-knowledge, character and
integrity, competence, and a comprehensive vision.
When these building blocks are in place, the leader can lead.
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