







[image: Image]

[image: Image]

 


GREEN BAY
PACKERS

THE COMPLETE ILLUSTRATED HISTORY

Third Edition

Don Gulbrandsen
Foreword by LeRoy Butler

[image: Image]






	 

	CONTENTS




	 

	Foreword by LeRoy Butler




	 

	Introduction




	CHAPTER 1

	1919–1929: Fulfilling Curly Lambeau’s Dream




	CHAPTER 2

	The 1930s: Green Bay’s First Glory Years




	CHAPTER 3

	The 1940s: From the Highest Highs to the Lowest Lows




	CHAPTER 4

	The 1950s: One Coaching Legend Departs, Another Arrives




	CHAPTER 5

	The 1960s: Lombardi Creates the NFL’s Greatest Dynasty




	CHAPTER 6

	The 1970s: Struggles, But a Starr Comes to the Rescue




	CHAPTER 7

	The 1980s: Former Players Fail to Find Coaching Success




	CHAPTER 8

	The 1990s: Titletown Rises Again




	CHAPTER 9

	2000–2010: Mixed Results, Mr. Rogers, and Another Lombardi Trophy




	 

	Bibliography




	 

	Appendix: Green Bay Packers Record Book




	 

	Index






[image: Image]

I first realized that playing in Green Bay was going to be a special experience when I flew into town after getting picked by the Packers in the second round of the 1990 draft. I’d had a good career at Florida State, and people expected big things of me in the pros, but I was surprised when about a thousand fans greeted me at the airport to welcome me to town—during the off-season on a weekday afternoon, and the team hadn’t been that good!

But showing up at the airport to cheer a rookie player is not unusual in Green Bay, where following football is a year-round thing. There aren’t any other pro sports teams to cheer for, so people put all their energy into the Packers. Their lives seem to focus on Lambeau Field, even when there aren’t any games. “Where are you going for dinner?” “Lambeau Field.” “Where are you hanging out this weekend?” “Lambeau Field.” And so on.
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Occasionally you’ll hear two people talking and the conversation will go something like, “You don’t have Packers tickets? Well, you’d better get on the waiting list. I’m almost up to number 10,000...” It doesn’t matter if they don’t have a realistic chance of getting to the top of the list. Just being on the list makes them a part of the team. Those fans that are lucky enough to have tickets know just how special the experience is. They feel privileged to see a game.

During my first winter in Green Bay, I learned that the fans are more than crazy about football—they are good people. I was driving my Nissan 300ZX on Highway 41 in a snowstorm. It was a nice-looking car, but it was not made for winter driving and pretty soon I slid off into the ditch. It was 10 degrees and I was a mile from the nearest exit. I got out of the car and thought, “What am I going to do?” I was about to start walking when this big truck pulled over and two guys wearing Packers jackets hopped out. “Hey, you’re LeRoy Butler!” The next thing I knew, they hooked a chain to my car, dragged it out of the ditch, and jump-started it. Before they left, one of the guys turned to me and said, “LeRoy, if you’re going to play and live in Green Bay, you need to get yourself a 4x4.” I listened to his advice and traded in my fancy car for a truck!

When you live in Green Bay, people go out of their way to welcome you to town. Neighbors bring you brownies and they bring over their kids to play with your kids. They also want to introduce you to Wisconsin food. I’m from Florida, so when I came to Green Bay I didn’t know anything about bratwurst. People couldn’t believe that, so they made sure I experienced an authentic Wisconsin meal by bringing over brats, cheese, and beer. (I don’t drink, but a lot of people think beer is an important part of an authentic Green Bay meal.)

One of the great Packers’ traditions is riding kids’ bikes to and from the practice field during training camp. I rode the same kid’s bike for eight or nine years; it was fun because I got to watch him grow up over that time. The thing is, this kid took the responsibility of having a bike waiting for me every day seriously—he treated it like a job. He even arranged to have another kid in his place, waiting with the bike on days he couldn’t be there.

Even though Green Bay fans are serious about football, they aren’t star-struck like people in other cities. They live almost side-by-side with the players and they see them at the mall, and that changes how they treat you. For one thing, they are not afraid to talk to you about the team—and they know everything about the Packers. I remember being on a flight and an 87-year-old lady told me a lot more about defensive coordinator Fritz Shurmur than I knew about him!

But even if they aren’t afraid to talk to you, Green Bay fans are more respectful of you and more protective of you than people in other cities. They know not to bother you when you’re eating in a restaurant and give you privacy when you need it. They are also quick to jump to your defense, and will not tolerate bad-mouthing the Packers. “Don’t talk that way about MY players or MY team.” A word that Green Bay fans often use when they talk about the Packers is love. “We love you guys!” fans will yell at you before games—and you know they really do love you.

Experiences like this made me want to stay in Green Bay. Much has been made about the fact that I played my whole career for the Packers and that I turned down offers from other teams, but when people treat you so well, you don’t want to disappoint them. I even felt guilty when we lost. I remember losing the 1995 season opener to the Rams. It was a frustrating loss, but after the game 10,000 fans were still there cheering the team, “Go Pack Go!” They knew we weren’t going to win every game and wanted to show that they were still behind us. It made me feel great inside and the fans’ support helped push the team to win 25 straight home games starting later that season.

My favorite time to be a Packers’ player was before games. I would park outside Lambeau Field and walk into the stadium through all the tailgate parties. People would offer words of encouragement, food, or even to look after your car during the game. After suiting up and walking onto the field, I’d look around and see everybody dressed up in green-and-gold, little kids with their faces painted, and five hundred people wearing my No. 36 jersey. I liked to walk around and talk to the fans, slap hands with kids, maybe give away my gloves.

One day, this pre-game ritual ended up having a long-term effect on my life. It was before that sloppy January 1997 playoff game against the 49ers—a big game. I looked around and saw Steve Young and Jerry Rice warming up, but I still wanted to go talk to the fans. One woman wearing a No. 36 jersey with a pink ribbon on it caught my eye. I jokingly asked her, “Why are you messing up my nice jersey with that ribbon?” She went on to explain that it was a tribute to women suffering from breast cancer and she shared some statistics with me. I was shocked; I didn’t realize how many people had the disease. She told me, “Not enough people know about this. You could help get the word out.”

The experience hit me hard. At the time I had two daughters (I now have four), and I couldn’t imagine them suffering from breast cancer. Also, it dawned on me that right before a big game, this fan cared more about helping other people than about football. I realized that’s what being part of the Packers was all about, and I knew that I had to do something to help fight this disease.
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Jonathan Daniel/Allsport/Getty Images

Today, the LeRoy Butler Foundation for Breast Cancer raises money to educate the public about the disease, and to provide financial assistance to women who are fighting breast cancer. I’m proud to do my part in the fight against breast cancer, but I’m only putting into action lessons that I learned from the very special fans of the Green Bay Packers.

LeRoy Butler played for the Packers from 1990 until his retirement after the 2001 season. He was a standout safety, a defensive leader on Green Bay’s Super Bowl teams, and one of the most popular players in Packers history. Many remember him as the originator of the legendary “Lambeau Leap.” Butler was named All-Pro four times, played in four Pro Bowls, earned a spot on the NFL’s 1990s All-Decade team, and was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 2007.

If you want to help in the fight against breast cancer, please contact The LeRoy Butler Foundation for Breast Cancer. The foundation sponsors fund-raising and educational events throughout the year and also offers a variety of merchandise for sale. Money raised is used for research, financial assistance, treatment costs, and public education on breast cancer. For more information contact:

The LeRoy Butler Foundation for Breast Cancer
1682 Royalton Street, Waupaca, WI 54981
Phone: (715) 258-2177
Web Site: www.lbf36.org
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Titletown USA. The Green and Gold. The Frozen Tundra. The Lambeau Leap. The Ice Bowl. The Cheeseheads. The Pack is Back.

These nicknames and catch phrases are indelibly etched into the lexicon of American sports. Start reading this list to any casual fan and most will quickly identify the team being described: the Green Bay Packers. No other U.S. sports franchise, save baseball’s New York Yankees, has achieved the mythical status afforded this National Football League team from Wisconsin. While the preeminence of the Yankees—the richest team, located in America’s leading city—is understandable, the appeal of the Packers is less obvious. The team is headquartered in the country’s smallest city with a major-league sports team. In fact, Green Bay, Wisconsin, has a population of only 102,000 and ranks as merely the 92nd largest television market, unheard of for a sport that derives much of its revenues from broadcasting. While the Packers have enjoyed periods of success (some might argue dynasty-like dominance), they have also suffered through several multiyear droughts that saw them hovering for long periods at or near the bottom of the NFL standings. And though they are stable today, the Packers have skirted on financial thin ice several times in their history, narrowly avoiding failure thanks to the amazing loyalty of their fans and a little luck.
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Lambeau Field, the home of the Green Bay Packers, has been described as a “shrine to football.” Thanks to numerous expansions and upgrades—the most recent in 2003—the 1950s-era facility remains one of the best in the NFL. In 2010, team president and CEO Mark Murphy began to discuss the team’s plans to renovate the south end zone of the stadium, a project that would include an upgraded video board and sound system, additional seating, and the possibility of standing-room-only areas.
Tom Hauck/Allsport/Getty Images

Despite this questionable pedigree, no other professional sports team—not even the aforementioned Yankees—generates as much fan passion as the Green Bay Packers. Consider some of these amazing numbers:

• According to the Harris Poll, the Packers were the No. 1-ranked NFL team among football fans for the years 2002–2005, before finally slipping to No. 4 in 2006 after their disappointing 2005 season.

• The Packers have sold out their season tickets every year since 1960. The 28,000 season ticket holders represent all 50 states, Washington, D.C., and countries such as Canada, Australia, and Japan.

• There are currently over 80,000 names on the waiting list for season tickets, which, according to information released by the team’s ticket offices in 2010, represents a wait of approximately 40 years.

• The Packers have ranked at or near the top of licensed merchandise sales for the past decade—which, according to some experts, is the best way to rank the popularity of NFL teams.

These very big numbers become especially impressive when you take the time to visit the Packers’ very small hometown.

Green Bay’s Austin Straubel International Airport is a far cry from LAX or Chicago O’Hare. With only a dozen gates, sparse crowds, and lots of friendly faces, the airport quickly clues you in to the fact that you have left the big city and entered the warm confines of Middle America. In departing the facility by car on Airport Drive, you might be struck by the massive casino located just across the street, but not much else stands out aside from the relatively light traffic. Turning onto Oneida Street takes you through a stretch of retail development that could be Any Suburb, U.S.A, but as you swivel your head looking for a skyline, you ask yourself, “Where’s the city?” Well, there isn’t one, at least not in the densely populated, skyscraper-centered sense that most of us think of cities.

Suddenly, the real object of your search appears on the left, on the corner of Lombardi Avenue (named after you know who): Lambeau Field (named after that other famous coach), the home of the Green Bay Packers, and the place the legendary NFL coach and television announcer John Madden has described as a shrine to pro football. The stadium itself is relatively unassuming as far as NFL venues go, a traditional bowl that brings to mind a college football stadium. In fact, from the outside, the stadium actually looks rather small—in part, because the field sits below ground level, allowing for lower-profile stands. Lambeau’s most eye-catching feature is a new atrium, built during the stadium’s latest renovation, completed in 2003. The atrium features restaurants, the Packer Hall of Fame, and ample rentable space that has become popular for weddings and other big parties.

As you behold Lambeau and its environs, you are quickly struck by the fact that the stadium is surrounded on several sides by residential neighborhoods. Quiet, tree-lined streets populated with modest homes radiate from Lambeau and its surrounding island of asphalt for parking (and tailgate parties). While most pro sports teams have built stadiums on vast tracts in either distant suburbia or on wastelands reclaimed from blight near downtown, the Packers’ home seems to have popped up on an unassuming street corner, sited in the middle of a neighborhood much like a new high school or church—and herein lies the secret to the Packers’ mystique.
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Even other teams grudgingly admit that Green Bay fans may be the best in the NFL—they are a loud and loyal force at every Lambeau Field game, giving the Packers an unquestioned home-field advantage.
Scott Boehm/Getty Images
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Tailgate parties over, Packers fans stream into newly renovated Lambeau Field to watch the October 5, 2003, contest with Seattle. Green Bay crushed the Seahawks 35–13.
David Stluka/Getty Images
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The “cheesehead” has become the universal symbol of loyalty to the Green Bay Packers. This fan shows off her fashionable foam headgear during an October 31, 1993, victory over the Bears at Lambeau Field.
Jonathan Daniel/Allsport

Today, Green Bay is the quintessential Middle American community, but its earliest roots are French. The city is located on an arm of Lake Michigan that the French called La Baie des Puants—the Bay of Stinking Water. Explorer Jean Nicolet established a trading post on the site in 1634. A Jesuit mission followed seven years later, a fort was built in 1717, the town was incorporated in 1754, and the British took control of the area in 1761. The new owners gave Green Bay (the body of water and the town) the much more pleasant name we use today. Though the region officially became part of the United States after the Revolution, the British maintained control of the region until after their defeat in the War of 1812.

Starting in the middle of the 19th century, Green Bay and its environs became a magnet for a variety of European immigrant groups attracted by fertile farmland, timber, and jobs in the paper mills and meat-packing plants that became established in the community. Scores of settlers from Belgium, Germany, Scandinavia, Poland, and other countries endowed the city with the traits it maintains today. Green Bay is a hardworking, no-nonsense town, packed with churchgoing, family-oriented people. Crime is low and everybody seems to know everybody else. Some people think it’s a difficult place to move to from the outside, but most new residents admit their reserved neighbors, while tough to get to know, are always ready to lend a hand if you ever need it. “Reserved” is not the first word that comes to mind when you wander through the Lambeau Field parking lots on a typical game-day Sunday. The asphalt-covered lots are legendary in the world of sports for the quantity and quality of the tailgate parties that take place here, some starting hours before kickoff—meaning early in the morning on Sundays with a noon kickoff. In this charged atmosphere, hardworking Green Bay reveals its fun-loving side, which it satisfies with copious quantities of bratwurst and beer, along with an intense devotion to the Green Bay Packers. Maybe “devotion” isn’t a strong enough word, which becomes evident as you gaze upon thousands of fans covered with green-and-gold clothing, along with various cheese-colored chunks of foam and other Packers paraphernalia. Love? No, obsession.

This level of team worship on such a wide scale is not evident for any other major-league franchise—and a person needs to live for a time in Wisconsin (because the fever spreads far beyond Green Bay) to fully understand it. Nowhere else in the country are fans of every color, age, or socioeconomic status so single-mindedly joined together in their interest in a sports team. And nowhere else are they so knowledgeable. Where else in the world would you expect to see a German-American grandmother casually chatting with an African-American teenage boy about their favorite team’s needs in the defensive secondary (in the middle of May, no less)? But that’s what it means to be a Packers fan—normal barriers between people seem to fall away as they share in the triumphs and tragedies of the team that brings them together.

This class- and color-blind solidarity among Packers fans extends—amazingly in this era of big-dollar contracts—to the team’s players. Though Green Bay fans’ love and devotion for their team seems to know no bounds, the small-town blue-collar atmosphere has fostered a unique relationship between stars and fans. Unlike in big cities like New York or L.A. where NFL players rub shoulders with Hollywood moguls and rap stars, Green Bay Packer players live side-by-side with the people that fill the Lambeau seats on Sundays: The running back and the paper-mill worker who cheer his touchdowns both shop for groceries at Pick-N-Save; coaches send their kids to the same schools as those attended by the kids of the UPS driver that delivers packages to the team offices; and the wide receiver smiles to acknowledge the “Keep up the good work!” from the gray-haired lady walking by his table as he catches dinner at Brett Favre’s Steakhouse, just a few blocks from Lambeau Field.

The reality is that Green Bay exists in a time warp. The team, the players, the stadium, and the fans existing as part of one tight-knit community is a phenomenon that harkens back to the earliest days of professional sports, before TV and licensing agreements, free agents and salary caps. It’s a journey back to a time when the local football team consisted of a bunch of guys with day jobs and a love for the game and who enjoyed getting muddy and bloody on fall weekends. That’s how the Packers started out, just like every other team in what became the National Football League. But for some reason, while all those other teams morphed into privately owned franchises (and toys for very rich boys), Green Bay managed to keep its football team in the hands of its citizens—and the story of how that transpired is one of the most fascinating in pro sports.
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There is nothing like the game-day atmosphere at Lambeau Field, even during the preseason. Here, Packers fan celebrate during an exhibition contest against New England—a rematch of the previous year’s Super Bowl—on a warm July evening in 1997. The Packers won this game, too, 7–3.
Getty Images
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The history of the Green Bay Packers can be traced back to one man: Earl “Curly” Lambeau. Though in recent decades fan adulation has focused more on other Packer stars, including quarterback Brett Favre and most notably legendary coach Vince Lombardi, it is undeniable that there would not be a pro football team in Green Bay without the vision and determination of Curly Lambeau. When the team honored its founder and first coach after his 1965 death by naming its stadium Lambeau Field, the egotistical Lombardi was reportedly offended, thinking that he was the coach who deserved the honor. If that was truly the case, “Saint Vince” probably had not spent enough time studying Packer history. If he had, he would have quickly realized that without Curly Lambeau Green Bay would have been just another unassuming Midwestern factory town.

THE FUTURE COACH FROM A FOOTBALL-CRAZY TOWN

One thing to understand about Green Bay is that Curly Lambeau and his Packers did not introduce football to this Wisconsin city—the town was already football-crazy before the pro game arrived. In the first decades of the 20th century, the game was a popular pastime, both to play and watch, among the city’s rough-and-tumble blue-collar workers and their children. The city had an organized school league and a heated football rivalry between East and West high schools. Green Bay sent a regular stream of talented players to the college football ranks, by far the most popular wing of the sport in this era and for several decades to come.

[image: Image]

Green Bay was football crazy prior to the start of the Packers. This portrait shows an amateur “town team,” possibly in 1917 or 1918. The third player from the right end appears to be Packers founder and coach Curly Lambeau.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive

It was in this football-loving environment that Earl Lambeau grew up. He was born in Green Bay on April 9, 1898, the first of four children; he earned his nickname for his luxuriant, wavy locks of dark hair. His parents, Marcel and Mary, were the children of Belgian and French immigrants, respectively, who had settled in Green Bay only a couple of decades earlier. Marcel owned what would become a very successful construction business, but during Curly’s youth the family lived in a modest neighborhood just northeast of downtown Green Bay. Lambeau family life revolved around nearby St. Willebrord Catholic Church; even today, Green Bay retains its strong Catholic roots, with roughly 70 percent of the residents claiming affiliation with the church.

Though family, church, and school were important to the young Curly Lambeau, his true love was football, and he showed exceptional promise in the sport early in life, playing games on vacant lots near his house. Despite his skill at the game, Lambeau claimed late in life that as a child he never owned a real football, and played with one he made himself from an old cloth sack stuffed with leaves and sand.

Lambeau started playing organized football in the eighth grade and later became a four-year letter winner at East High School. By his senior year, he was the top player in the city, and a punishing running back who excelled by plowing through, not around, tacklers. What set him apart from many players of his day, though, was his ability to pass the ball. Curly’s focus on throwing not only made him a star in high school, it would eventually revolutionize the entire sport of football.

Football in the early years was a very different game than the one played today—in fact, many modern fans would not recognize the game that Curly Lambeau and other players engaged in back before World War I. Though a lot of people assume that football is different primarily because the equipment—pads and helmets—worn by the players has changed so dramatically, the real difference in the game is more closely related to the ball. Back in the early 20th century, the ball was much more spherical and less bullet-shaped than it is today. This shape was a testament to the fact that football is a descendent of what Americans call soccer—what the rest of the world calls football. The plump American football was designed to be kicked, handed off, carried, and pitched short distances. Though early rules allowed forward passing, they did not encourage it, and the shape of the ball made it difficult for most players to throw effectively. Curly Lambeau practiced passing religiously, to the point that he could throw better than most, but it was really his vision of what passing could do for the game that set him apart. And it was this vision that he put to work when it came time to establish Green Bay on the pro football map.
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Before helping launch the Packers, Earl “Curly” Lambeau was a star player at Green Bay East High School and played a year for legendary coach Knute Rockne at Notre Dame. Lambeau’s focus on passing forever changed the game of football.
Pro Football Hall of Fame/WireImag.com
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This scene offers a rare glimpse of the first year of professional football in Green Bay. The fans have jammed the bleachers at Hagemeister Park to witness a 1921 contest between the “Acme Packers” (in reference to the company sponsoring the team) and an unknown opponent.
GreenBay Antiques.com/The Oneida Archive

IT ALL STARTED ON A GREEN BAY STREET CORNER

After graduating from high school in 1917, Curly enrolled at the University of Wisconsin-Madison but quit after a month when the school dropped its freshman football program. He returned home to Green Bay to work for a year, but by the following fall, he was playing fullback for Knute Rockne at Notre Dame, working in the same backfield alongside halfback George Gipp. At home in Green Bay over Christmas break, Lambeau contracted a severe case of tonsillitis that required several weeks of recovery. Because he missed so many classes, Curly decided to skip his spring term. Instead, he accepted a job at the Indian Packing Company. By the summer, his $250-per-month salary and a burgeoning relationship with his future wife, Marguerite, made Curly realize that he was probably never going to return to Notre Dame—but he had not given up on football.

One day in early August 1919, Curly Lambeau ran into Green Bay sports writer George Calhoun on a city street. They started with a casual conversation about organizing a city team for the upcoming fall football season, but they ended up hatching a full-blown plan. Calhoun agreed to run an ad in his paper, the Green Bay Press-Gazette, to publicize an organizational meeting for the team, and to provide coverage for the team in the paper. Curly said he would do his own player recruiting and also proposed to ask his employer for financial support. The organizational meeting took place on August 11, 1919; some sources cite this as the day the Packers were born, though nothing official transpired at this get-together. After this first meeting, Curly secured $500 worth of sponsorship from his boss at Indian Packing, Frank Peck, along with permission to use vacant land next to the company’s plant for the team’s practices.

A second meeting, on August 14, marked the official organization of the new Green Bay city football team. Curly Lambeau was elected captain by a vote of the 25-man roster. A Calhoun article in the next day’s Press-Gazette revealed details of the “Indian Packing Corporation squad” meeting, including an announcement of its first game on September 14 against Menominee (Michigan). In this same article, Calhoun was the first person to use the nickname “Packers,” though the team did not officially adopt the moniker for a couple of years.

The new Green Bay team—also nicknamed the “Baby Blues” because of the blue jerseys worn by the players—was an immediate success. They steamrolled effortlessly through ten weaker teams, outscoring their opponents 565 to 6, until they finally met their match in Beloit the last game of the season, dropping a hard-fought 6–0 decision. Lambeau did it all for the team—he drew up and called the plays and was the team’s principal runner and passer. He was also a defensive stalwart in this era of “two-way” football.



KEY PLAYS: RUNNING AND PASSING OUT OF THE NOTRE DAME BOX
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Curly Lambeau learned everything about running an offense during his one season playing for legendary Notre Dame Coach Knute Rockne (shown below). After returning home to Green Bay and starting his football team, Lambeau employed Rockne’s “Notre Dame Box”—a balanced-line offshoot of the single-wing formation—with great success, and stuck with variations of the formation for a quarter-century. The offense would usually line up in the T formation then shift into different arrangements of the Box. This was in the era before the center-to-quarterback “handoff” snap, so the ball was usually hiked directly to the player in the tailback position. The player generally ran from this position, following the blocking provided by the other backs (see Diagram 1), but could also pass the ball. Lambeau was an early passing-game innovator, and he added a variety of twists to the basic Box. For example, he would have the quarterback line up behind the center (about a yard back), and after taking the short snap, fade back to pass (rules required the thrower to be at least 5 yards behind the line of scrimmage). Sometimes the quarterback would hand the ball off to one of the other backs, while other times, he would fake the handoff and throw a pass, often to the back lined up in the “wing” position (see Diagram 2)—the predecessor of what we today call the play-action pass. John McNally was particularly effective catching passes out of the backfield on plays like this.
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It’s important to remember that despite the success of this first “Packers” team, they were not professionals, but rather 25 guys with day jobs who got together for practice three days a week and a game on the weekends. Home tilts were played at Hagemeister Park—a grassy expanse near East High School with a football field chalked out on it. Ropes protected the field from eager fans, who pressed in to get as close to the action as possible. There were no stands and no admission. George Calhoun typically walked around soliciting donations from the spectators; some of the money was used to pay medical bills for injured players. At the end of the first season, the remaining money was divvied up among the players. Reportedly, each received $16.75 at the end of that first year.


“Shake hands? That would have been a lie. If I lost I wanted to punch Halas in the nose.”

—Curly Lambeau, asked if he shook the hands of his rival after Packers-Bears games



Throughout the first season and afterward, Curly Lambeau kept working at the packing plant, which continued its financial support for the team, even after being bought out by Acme Packing Company. Curly’s life had been a whirlwind in the last month of 1919. In addition to his job and his commitment to the Packers, the 21-year-old Lambeau had married Marguerite and also been named head football coach at East High School—a job he held for three successful seasons.
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GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive

Lambeau entered his second season as captain of the Green Bay city team with high hopes. Most of the players returned for a second go-round and fan support was growing by leaps and bounds. Before the season, Marcel Lambeau directed volunteers in the construction of wooden bleachers on one side of the Hagemeister Park field; the roughly 200 seats were available exclusively for ticket-holders. The team set up a ticket office at a nearby American Legion post. Official attendance for the first game, with the Chicago Boosters (which ended in a 3–3 tie), was 1200.

Despite a schedule featuring better teams, 1920 proved to be nearly as successful for the Packers, and they finished with a 9–1–1 record. As with the previous season, Beloit handed the team its only loss late in the season, but even this setback was tempered by the fact that Green Bay had beaten Beloit 7–0 in a game played on Halloween. Still, the Packers were still a prototypical “town team.” They continued to work their day jobs, practiced on the grounds of the old courthouse, and showered at the local Elks Club. Volunteers—fans—took care of Hagemeister Park and collected tickets. Yet change was in the air.

While Curly Lambeau remained the centerpiece of the team, another star emerged who would become a force with the Packers for several years. Howard “Cub” Buck was a former University of Wisconsin and Canton Bulldog lineman that the persuasive Lambeau had recruited to join him in Green Bay. Buck’s presence was noteworthy for a couple of reasons. First, he was a big football player for his time—6-feet and 259 pounds—and he dominated play on both sides of the ball. Second, he was the first man that Curly Lambeau paid to play for him. Buck received $75 per game, a handsome fee for 1920 that was roughly equivalent to two weeks’ pay in a Green Bay factory. With Lambeau already paying players, and with a growing fan base willing to spend money on tickets, it looked like Green Bay might be ready to make the jump into full-fledged professional football—and the opportunity soon presented itself.
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GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive

THE ROOTS OF THE NFL

The roots of professional football date back to at least 1892, when Pudge Heffelfinger earned $500 to play for Pittsburgh’s Allegheny Athletic Association, but the sport was terribly disorganized. Just getting teams to agree on a standardized set of rules was difficult. A serious attempt to organize a pro league in Ohio failed in 1904, and it was not until 1920 that another effort along the same lines emerged. Representatives from 11 teams in five different states met in Canton, Ohio—home of the Bulldogs, the preeminent team of the era, and Jim Thorpe, the best player—on September 17 of that year. Gathering in the showroom of a Hupmobile dealership owned by Canton manager Ralph Hay, the team leaders decided to form the American Professional Football Association, even voting to require a $100 membership fee. Nobody ever paid.

The first year of the league was not a successful one. During the course of the season, four more franchises joined, though the APFA members were just as likely to play teams outside the league. No won-loss records were recorded; by the end of the season, three teams claimed the championship. Something had to be done if this venture was ever going to be successful.

At an April 30, 1921, meeting in Akron, Ohio, the teams named Joe Carr president and established league headquarters in Columbus, Ohio. Carr ended up leading the league until his death in 1939, and he provided the discipline and sense of organization that until that time was severely lacking in pro football. Through his efforts, the league finally appeared to be a viable entity in the American sports scene.
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The first championship was still four years away, but 1925 was a significant year for the young Green Bay Packers, shown in this team photo created by a local photographic company. It was at the beginning of this season that the team moved into the first City Stadium, built on the site of Hagemeister Park, giving the team greater financial stability and a quality field to play on.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive

Back in Green Bay, George Calhoun learned about the April 1921 APFA meeting and approached Curly Lambeau with the idea of submitting a bid for a Green Bay franchise at the next APFA meeting, in August. Lambeau convinced his boss, Acme Packing co-owner John Clair, to send his brother, Emmett Clair, to Akron to present the case for a Green Bay pro football team. Success in the effort was far from guaranteed. Despite receiving the sponsorship of two established APFA teams, the Chicago Cardinals and Canton Bulldogs, Green Bay was the smallest city seeking entry into the league. Geography and odd numbers were two factors in their favor: In addition to Green Bay, Minneapolis, Minnesota, and Evansville, Indiana, were favorites to join the league, and the trio of newcomers would allow the APFA to form nine-team east and west divisions. Acme Packing was granted a franchise on August 27, 1921; Emmett Clair paid the league’s $50 entry fee and took the train home to Green Bay the next morning.

Marcel Lambeau continued to expand the Hagemeister Park bleachers and the team erected a canvas fence around the facility to make sure only paying customers could view the games. General admission was 50 cents. Decked out in their new blue jerseys boldly emblazoned “ACME PACKERS,” Green Bay tuned up for their first pro season by routing four non-league teams by a combined score of 109 to 0. As had become standard when it was just a city team, Curly Lambeau did it all for the new AFPA franchise—off the field he was the general manager and publicity chief, while on the field he was the head coach, star halfback, and principal passer.

On October 23, APFA football made its official debut in Green Bay when the Packers defeated the Minneapolis Marines 7–6 in front of roughly 6000 ecstatic fans. The Packers soon found life in the pro league to be a bigger challenge than their previous seasons. The team ended up with a 3–2–1 record, good for seventh place in what by the end of the season had become a 13-team league. The Packers dropped their final contest of 1921 to the first APFA champions, the Chicago Staleys, who were guided by the brilliant young player-coach George Halas. The following season the Staleys adopted a new nickname and became the Chicago Bears. The Packers’ 20–0 drubbing at Wrigley Field was marred by a legendary sucker punch by Staley guard John “Tarzan” Taylor that broke Cub Buck’s nose, fueling a heated rivalry between the teams that still burns strongly even in the 21st century.

SURVIVING THE FIRST CRISIS

Though 1921 ended with every sign that the Packers were going to be a success in the new league—which soon re-christened itself the National Football League—a crisis emerged that threatened to make the team’s first pro season its last. The APFA/NFL had a rule forbidding the use of players who were still enrolled in college—though it was a common practice, and several collegians took the field under assumed names in that first season. Curly Lambeau, in fact, had recruited three Notre Dame players, including his former Irish teammate Heartley “Hunk” Anderson, to play in a late-season game. The ringers were recognized and the infraction was reported in the Chicago Tribune. Joe Carr decided to make an example of Green Bay. In January 1922, the league revoked the Acme Packing franchise and sent John Clair the $50 franchise fee.
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This unfortunate development merely provided the opportunity to add to the increasing legend of Curly Lambeau. Urged on by team supporters, Curly threw himself at the mercy of the league, applying for the franchise in his own name and promising to abide by all the rules. Five months passed and instead of being given a decision, Lambeau was asked to attend a league meeting in Cleveland to present his case for reinstating Green Bay. Curly had the $50 to pay the franchise fee, but he lacked the money for travel expenses and any reinstatement fees that would be required if the application was approved. A friend, Don Murphy, reportedly sold his automobile for $1500 and gave the money to Lambeau in exchange for the opportunity to get on the field with the Packers during a game. (Curly later made good on the deal, letting Murphy play for about a minute during its opening game the next season.) Lambeau traveled to Cleveland and on June 24 was rewarded for his efforts by seeing the team reinstated. Green Bay was back in the pro ranks—but the crises were far from over.
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Rain ended up being the most intimidating opponent faced by the Green Bay Packers during the team’s second NFL season, but Curly Lambeau entered the year with high hopes for the team that was now fully his responsibility. Three newly signed players, in particular, appeared to have great promise: guard Howard “Whitey” Woodin from Marquette University; quarterback Charlie Mathys from Indiana; and center Francis “Jug” Earp from Monmouth College, who played 10 years for the Packers, served as the team’s publicity director in the 1950s, and was in the first group of inductees into the Packers Hall of Fame. Despite the new infusion of talent, the Packers lost their first three games and tied their next two tilts.

The team’s tepid performance and rainy weather kept attendance down, and as a result, Packer finances were suffering. The November 5 game with the Columbus Panhandlers was critical for the team’s bottom line. The Packers finally won a contest (3–0), but it rained and the gate was a disappointment. Even worse, rain insurance purchased by Curly offered no relief because the official rainfall measurement was three-hundredths of an inch short of the policy’s payout threshold. The team was in debt and sinking quickly. When Curly was unable to come up with a $4000 guarantee demanded by George Halas, a Thanksgiving Day game with the Bears was canceled, and an exhibition with Duluth scheduled in its place. When the day promised more rain, Curly reportedly considered scrapping the contest—which might have been the death knell for the Packers—but fortunately was talked out of this rash move by a man who was soon to become very important to the team, A.B. Turnbull.

Andrew B. Turnbull was the general manager of the Green Bay Press-Gazette and a shrewd businessman, but he was also a devoted Packer fan who dearly wanted the team to succeed. It is said that in the midst of the Packers’ 1922 crisis he promised Curly Lambeau that he would personally make sure that the team survived. The Packers’ performance picked up toward the end of the year and the team finished its second season with a 4–3–3 record, good for eighth place in a league that had swelled back to 18 teams. The Packers also finished the season roughly $2500 in debt.

During the offseason, Turnbull seized the opportunity to rally the community behind the Packers and to put the team on solid financial footing. In December, he convened a meeting of a group of men—later dubbed the “Hungry Five”—who led the charge to save the team. In addition to Turnbull and Lambeau, the group consisted of Dr. W. Webber Kelly, lawyer Gerald Clifford, and grocer Lee Johannes. At a public meeting in spring 1923, the pentad urged a crowd of 400 to get behind the team financially. At the end of the event, the group took pledges to buy ownership shares in the team for $5. Purchasers of at least five shares were guaranteed a season ticket for 1923. Another $5000 was raised from a group of 100 leading Green Bay businessmen and deposited in the bank as a “rainy day” fund.


“Oh, how we hated to see a sub come in.”

—Jug Earp



With the financial commitment of the team’s fans secured, the Green Bay Football Corporation came into being on August 18, 1923. One thousand shares of stock in the nonprofit corporation were issued and a 15-member board of directors and five-person executive committee were appointed to run the organization. Directors were offered no compensation and were further instructed to purchase at least six season tickets each. The articles of incorporation specified that any earnings were to be directed to Green Bay’s Sullivan Post of the American Legion. In effect, Green Bay and its football fans owned the franchise, an arrangement that, miraculously, still remains in place. This quirky ownership structure gave Green Bay the ability to keep its team, even after football had long abandoned Canton, Hammond, Rock Island, and the other Midwestern factory towns whose names graced the NFL standings in the league’s early years.

THE PACKERS MOVE TO A BASEBALL PARK

Relieved of the stress of running the Packers’ business operation, Curly Lambeau focused his attention back on the football field as the 1923 season dawned—but it was a different field than in previous seasons. Hagemeister Park had been selected as the site of a new high school and construction was already underway as fall approached. The team was forced to play its home games at Bellevue Park, a relatively small minor league baseball venue located adjacent to the Hagemeister Brewery—which had been renamed Bellevue Products Co. because of prohibition. The wooden bleachers in the stadium could accommodate crowds of 4000 or so, but the facility was ill-suited for football. It was clear that Green Bay needed to provide the Packers a new, permanent home if it really wanted to be an NFL city.

No matter where the team played, Curly was more committed than ever to winning. He pared the roster down to a solid core of 17 talented players, 14 of whom saw the majority of the playing time. The rugged bunch repaid the citizens of Green Bay with a strong 7–2–1 record and a third-place finish in the NFL. The highlight of the 1923 home slate was the first visit to Green Bay by the Chicago Bears. More than 5000 fans crammed into Bellevue Park for the October 14 contest. A field goal by the Bears’ Ed Sternaman proved to be the game’s only points and Chicago left town with a 3–0 victory.
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The Packers were a rarity in that they played in their own football-specific stadium. For the first several decades of the league’s existence, NFL teams often utilized professional baseball parks. This scene from the late 1920s shows the hallowed grounds of Yankee Stadium set up for football; for a brief time the venue hosted a professional football team also called the New York Yankees. New York’s better-known football team, the Giants, played at the Polo Grounds, home of baseball’s Giants.
Diamond Images/Getty Images

In 1924, Curly stuck with his strategy of a smaller roster and keeping the same core group of players on the field for most of the game. His most noteworthy new recruit was Verne Lewellen from the University of Nebraska. A three-sport star at Lincoln (Nebraska) High and an inductee in the state’s hall of fame, Lewellen was also a triple threat on the football field. He could pass the ball, was arguably the era’s leading punter, and was a formidable halfback who racked up 37 rushing touchdowns—fourth highest in team history—during his nine-year Packers career.

The 1924 season ended up being another solid one for the team, but it did not start out that way. The Packers were forced to go on the road for their first two games and ended up losing both contests, against the Duluth Kelleys and Chicago Cardinals, by a field goal’s margin. The team quickly righted the ship by going undefeated through a five-game homestand that included four shutout victories, but it lost a late-season game to the Bears 3–0. They finished the season with a 7–4 record—good for sixth in the league. Curly Lambeau was not satisfied, but the team had pressing issues beyond won-loss records to address in the offseason—in particular, moving to a new home.

CITY STADIUM, THE ENVY OF THE NFL

Packers supporters realized that the team was not going to remain competitive for long playing in a minor league baseball park—the team would need a football-dedicated facility to have any hopes of long-term financial security. The Packers Corporation executive board joined forces with the city of Green Bay and the community’s school board to build a new stadium. The facility was located next to where the team got its start, adjacent to brand-new Green Bay East High School, which stood on the former site of Hagemeister Park. The stadium was a traditional football stadium for its time, with open wooden bleachers running on both sides of the field between the 30-yard lines. Initial seating capacity is listed in various sources as being between 5000 and 6000, though expansion projects eventually would result in a horseshoe-shaped layout, with a capacity of 25000.

The facility—christened with the pedestrian name of City Stadium—was recognized as one of the better venues in the NFL, especially because it had a high-quality playing surface specifically designed for football. That said, City Stadium initially lacked most of the amenities of a modern sports park. There were no locker rooms on-site. The Packers used the East High locker rooms and visiting teams often dressed at their hotel before games. Plus, there were no toilets for fans during the first decade of operation; male spectators often relieved themselves under the wooden stands.

The Packers played their first game in City Stadium on September 20, 1925, against the Hammond Pros; reports indicate that the facility was barely completed in time for the game. About 3000 fans enjoyed a 14–0 Packer victory. One week later, a full house cheered the team on to its first victory over the Chicago Bears, 14–10. A fourth-quarter touchdown pass from Charlie Mathys to Vern Lewellen, followed by a Curly Lambeau interception, sealed the victory. City Stadium seemed to provide the Packers a strong home-field advantage, and they rolled through their home schedule undefeated in the new park. Unfortunately, the results were not as positive on the road, and the Packers again ended up in the middle of the NFL standings, finishing ninth in what had grown to a 20-team league, with an 8–5 record.

Over the next three years, the Packers’ popularity continued to grow among Green Bay residents and their increasing attendance left them in a solid financial position—stronger than many other NFL teams. The mid-1920s were a challenging time for the young league. Teams were still struggling to attract fans away from the much more popular college game, but late in the 1925 season, college football’s biggest star jumped to the pros and promised to bring legions of fans with him. Harold “Red” Grange—the “Galloping Ghost”—had exhilarated fans as a running back for the University of Illinois, and when he signed with the Bears, the team went on an unprecedented exhibition tour to show him off. Playing 19 games across the country, the Bears and Grange attracted huge crowds and gave the NFL a huge shot of positive publicity.

For the 1926 season, Grange’s manager, C.C. Pyle, demanded a five-figure salary and one-third ownership of the Bears for his young star. When the team refused, and the NFL turned down an application for a Grange team franchise, Pyle started a rival organization, the American Football League. Grange was the star of the flagship New York Yankees, and eight other teams joined the league, including the NFL’s Rock Island Independents. The AFL played out its 1926 season in front of sparse crowds and then promptly folded.

Meanwhile, the NFL had reacted to the new competition by allowing its own ranks to swell to 22 franchises. Two of the teams, the Los Angeles Buccaneers and the Louisville Colonels, were actually based out of Chicago and played an all-road-game schedule. The Packers ended this odd 1926 season in fifth place with an 8–3–3 record.

Major upheaval in the off-season saw a dramatic pairing in the ranks of pro football teams. The 1927 season dawned with a single league, the NFL, consisting of just 12 teams. One of the remaining franchises was the AFL New York Yankees. The Packers meanwhile—now one of the most stable franchises in an unstable league—showed marked improvement on the field. As the season progressed, the team’s first championship seemed within its grasp. In the end, their hated rivals, the Bears, proved to be their undoing again, inflicting the only two losses in an otherwise stellar 7–2–1 season.

The success showcased Curly Lambeau’s gift for personnel management; he had remade the Packers roster before the season with a number of shrewd signings. Two Packers of note who made their debuts during 1927 were Lavern “Lavvie” Dilweg and Joseph “Red” Dunn, both future inductees into the team’s Hall of Fame. Dunn was an all-purpose back who had played for Marquette University, as well as one season each for the NFL’s Milwaukee Badgers and Chicago Cardinals. He played five seasons for the Packers, passing for 31 touchdowns and serving as the team’s on-field leader. Dilweg, a talented two-way end, was a former Marquette and Milwaukee Badger player who starred for the Packers over eight seasons. When Dilweg wasn’t playing football, he was practicing law, and after retiring from the game, he was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives.

Despite the fact the team seemed to be on the verge of greatness, the 1928 season proved to be somewhat of a disappointment. The team failed to get a win in its first three games before reeling off four straight victories, including a 16–6 decision over the Bears. Another three-game winless streak late in the season doomed the Packers to a 6–4–3 mark and fourth place in the league. The season ended on a high point with a second win over the Bears, but it was clear to Curly Lambeau that if he wanted to pay back the citizens of Green Bay for their support by bringing home an NFL championship, he would have to inject some new talent into the team.

A TALENTED TRIO HELPS BRING HOME A CHAMPIONSHIP

During his years of leading the Packers, Curly Lambeau had developed into a polished salesman for his team, and in the months before the opening of the 1929 season, he put those skills to work as never before. The results of his efforts were the signings of three of the greatest players in pro football history: Robert “Cal” Hubbard, Johnny (Blood) McNally, and August “Mike” Michalske. This trio proved to be the final pieces in creating what proved to be the National Football League’s first dominant team.

All three of these marquee players had prior NFL experience, but for one reason or another, proved a poor fit with their earlier teams. Cal Hubbard was a small-town kid from Missouri who had played college ball at Louisiana’s Centenary College and Pennsylvania’s Genava College. He played two strong seasons for the New York Giants but hated the big-city life and requested a trade to Green Bay after playing a game there in 1928. Playing for Curly Lambeau, Hubbard blossomed into the NFL’s top lineman.

Mike Michalske had been an All-America fullback at Penn State and later for the AFL/NFL New York Yankees, but the team folded after 1928. Michalske landed in Green Bay where he became the prototype offensive guard of the era—strong, fast, and agile—leading interference on most running plays. He also developed a defensive style that was the precursor of today’s blitzing linebacker. Because Michalske rarely missed a game or left the field during a contest, he earned the well-deserved nickname “Iron Mike.”

New Richmond, Wisconsin, native John McNally was one of the most colorful and controversial characters in NFL history. He played for the Packers under the colorful nom de plume “Johnny Blood,” adopted for playing semipro ball while trying to retain his college eligibility. (McNally chose the name after seeing a movie marquee advertising the Rudolph Valentino film Blood and Sand; his friend, Ralph Hanson, became “Ralph Sand.”) McNally had already played for three previous NFL teams, but as a Packer, he became the top pass-catching halfback in the league.


“I’m in the greatest town in the world and I’m glad to be in Green Bay.”

—John (Johnny Blood) McNally, after winning the 1929 championship



With the benefit of history, it is possible to see that Curly Lambeau had assembled one of the greatest rosters in NFL history. Ironically, the abundance of talent also meant that Curly’s days as a player were over. In fact, he played part of just one game in 1929. But as a coach, Curly had reached his prime, and the Packers responded to his leadership by crushing the opposition week after week. Their defense was particularly fierce. Opponents scored a mere 22 points against the Packers all season. They trailed in a game only once, and would have finished 1929 with a perfect record if not for a scoreless tie against Frankford.

The season ended in an especially satisfying manner. The Packers traveled to Chicago for a December 8 showdown with the Bears knowing that a victory would clinch them their first championship. Green Bay responded by humbling their rivals 25–0, in the process limiting the Bears to a single first down. After staying in the Windy City overnight to celebrate, the team boarded an afternoon train for the return trip to Green Bay. On arriving at the station, the Packers were greeted by pandemonium: More than 20,000 fans had braved the cold to greet their hometown champions. During a celebratory banquet the following evening, each player received a $220 bonus—money raised through donations from Packer fans. Any doubts that little Green Bay truly loved and would support its football team disappeared on those December evenings. And as the NFL entered the 1930s, it was apparent to all that the heart of the league lay not in New York, Chicago, or any of its biggest cities, but in a frozen way post in the northeast corner of Wisconsin.


HOWARD “CUB” BUCK

Tackle
1920–1925

This native of Eau Claire, Wisconsin, played a significant role in the early years of the Packers. After playing football for the University of Wisconsin-Madison and for one season with the highly regarded Canton Bulldogs, Buck had returned to Wisconsin to work for the Boy Scouts of America. Curly Lambeau convinced Buck to come play for his Green Bay city team for $75 per game. In the process, Buck became the first paid member of the Packers, and with his big 6-foot 259-pound frame, he became a dominating offensive and defensive lineman. After the Packers joined the APFA (later NFL) and became a full-fledged pro team, Buck was even more important to the franchise. In fact, during the Packers’ first five years in the league, no player appeared in more games for the team, not even the omnipresent Curly Lambeau. Buck’s playing career ended after the 1925 season when he became the first head coach at the University of Miami, a position he held for three years. Buck later worked as an automobile dealer, but he never strayed far from football, serving as a Big Ten referee and remaining a dedicated fan at Packers games. Buck was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in January 1977.




VERNE LEWELLEN

Back, Punter
1924–1932

This Nebraska legend became as well known for his service in the Packers’ front office as for his performance on the field—and he was no slouch on the gridiron. Lewellen was a three-sport star in high school (track, basketball, and football), and he joined the Packers in 1924 after leading the University of Nebraska to the 1923 Missouri Valley Conference championship as the team’s quarterback and captain. In Green Bay, Lewellen was used primarily at halfback, but he was a legitimate triple threat: He was one of the NFL’s top punters, passed with confidence, and became the team’s top scoring threat on the run. When Lewellen retired in 1932 after nine seasons, he had accumulated 37 rushing touchdowns (still the team’s fourth-best career total) and 307 total points. Off the field, Lewellen was earning his law degree, and in 1929 he was elected Brown County (in which Green Bay is located) district attorney. The Packers brought Lewellen back into the team’s fold in 1954 when he was hired as general manager and business operations manager, positions he held through 1958. He resumed his role as business operations manager from 1961 to 1966. He was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 1970.




ROBERT “CAL” HUBBARD

Tackle
1929–1933, 1935

The man once described by George Halas as football’s greatest lineman was born in the small town of Keytesville, Missouri. He started his college career at Centenary College in Louisiana, then after two years followed his coach to Pennsylvania’s Geneva College; between the two schools he accumulated credentials that in 1962 earned him a spot in the College Football Hall of Fame. His success continued in the NFL with the New York Giants, but he disliked big-city life and requested and received a trade to Green Bay before the 1929 season. The small Wisconsin city suited him perfectly, and he became a devastating tackle on both sides of the ball, leading the Packers to three championships and earning All-NFL honors 1931–1933. At 6-feet, 5-inches and 250 pounds, Hubbard was one of the biggest players of his time, but he matched that size with exceptional speed and agility. Besides football, Hubbard’s other passion was baseball. For eight straight off-seasons he worked as a minor league umpire. In 1935, Hubbard was hired by the American League, starting a 16-year career as one of baseball’s most-respected umpires. When Hubbard was elected to Cooperstown in 1976—after being enshrined in Canton in 1963—he became the only person to occupy coveted spots in both the Baseball and Pro Football Halls of Fame.
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Packers tackle Cal Hubbard.
Bettmann/CORBIS




AUGUST “MIKE” MICHALSKE

Guard
1929–1935, 1937

The man who became the early prototype for the demanding offensive guard position in the early decades of the NFL—as well as being the first guard inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame—was Mike Michalske. The Cleveland, Ohio, native played fullback at Penn State, and spent two years with the short-lived NFL New York Yankees before convincing Curly Lambeau to give him a tryout at guard. He joined the team in 1929 and immediately helped lead the Packers to their first championship by opening big holes for running back John McNally. Michalske stayed around for eight seasons and was named all-NFL five times. During his Packer career, he missed only nine out of 104 games, earning him the nickname “Iron Mike.” This durability is even more impressive when you consider that Michalske was also a defensive lineman and so he rarely left the field during games. After Michalske’s career ended in 1937, he became a college coach, eventually holding the head job at Iowa State. Michalske was enshrined in the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1964.




LAVERN “LAVVIE” DILWEG

End
1927–1934

For many years, Lavvie Dilweg was a football star in his hometown of Milwaukee, playing for Washington High School, earning All-America honors at the city’s Marquette University, and taking his game to the pro level with the Milwaukee Badgers. But when that NFL franchise folded after the 1926 season, he was forced to take his game a hundred miles north to Green Bay, where Curly Lambeau immediately put him to work as an end. Dilweg, who stood 6-feet 3-inches and weighed 200 pounds, was a staunch defender and a serious pass-catching threat on offense. He caught 10 touchdown strikes during his Packer career and was one of the stalwarts during the Packers’ three-year championship run starting in 1929. When Dilweg wasn’t on the field playing for the Packers, he was practicing law—he had arrived in Green Bay with a J.D. from Marquette in hand. After retiring from the Packers, Dilweg focused his attention on the construction business and politics, and in 1942 he was elected to a single term in the U.S. House of Representatives. He was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 1970.




JOHN MCNALLY (JOHNNY BLOOD)

Halfback
1929–1933, 1935–1936

The NFL will likely never see another player quite like John “Johnny Blood” McNally—a man who embodied the term “free spirit,” who loved the ladies and the night life, and who could quote Shakespeare, yet put fear into the hearts of defenders every time he stepped on the gridiron. McNally was an elusive open-field runner and one of the greatest pass-catching backs the game has ever seen. Playing under the Johnny Blood alias famously inspired by a movie marquee, McNally arrived in Green Bay in 1929 after bouncing around three earlier teams. He was a key contributor to the Packers’ three-year championship run, and gladly took on the role of being the only player who would openly challenge Curly Lambeau. Despite his rebellion, the two got along quite well until Curly got fed up with his star’s off-the-field behavior and, as McNally later recollected, “fired him” by selling his contract to the Pittsburgh Pirates. After a year, Curly allowed him to return to Green Bay, though their relationship was not the same during McNally’s second, two-year stint with the Packers. McNally followed his own unique path throughout his life. After serving as player-coach in Pittsburgh for three seasons, he joined the Army Air Corps during World War II, returned to St. John’s University to earn his college degree at the age of 42, wrote an economics textbook, and married in his late forties, starting a family that eventually included eight children. McNally was elected a charter member to both the Pro Football and Packer Halls of Fame.
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As the 1930s started, the progress made by the Green Bay Packers in little more than a decade was remarkable to consider. What began in 1919 as a hastily thrown together amateur city team had evolved into the champions of the National Football League. Games once played on an empty lot were now played in front of thousands of fans in a stadium built exclusively for football. And a team that once consisted of a rag-tag group of factory workers moonlighting as football players now included several of the greatest talents in pro football history. Credit for this turnaround could be shared by many, including the football-crazy citizens of Green Bay who pledged their loyalty and their money to the team, and by civic leaders like A.B. Turnbull who risked their reputations on the team’s success. But in the end, most of the credit for the Packers’ success had to go to Curly Lambeau.

Lambeau is one of those characters that history regards with mixed feelings, but at this juncture of his career, on the heels of the Packers’ first championship, he was one of the NFL’s brightest lights—and deservedly so. In Green Bay, he was much revered, a hometown boy that every citizen could love. He was handsome and charismatic, a hard-working Catholic husband and father. Through his dogged determination, he not only brought pro football to the small city, he saved the franchise when it was on the verge of failing, and he turned the team into a winner. His star shone brightly within the NFL hierarchy as well. Green Bay had become a financially solid franchise in a league whose membership rolls still seemed to be fed by a revolving door. Joe Carr must have seen something in the young man when he transferred the team franchise to Lambeau in 1922, but it was doubtful he knew just how much impact his decision would have on the future of football.

In many ways, Curly Lambeau was a pioneer in establishing how football would be played, and how teams would be managed. Off the field, Curly was the prototype for the modern general manager. He was constantly assessing the talent available, both in the college ranks and on other teams. On identifying players he wanted, he used his considerable salesmanship skills to recruit and sign them to the Packers’ roster. And when it was time to negotiate contracts, he ruled with wile and an iron fist, convincing players that they weren’t worth as much as they thought, and making them feel happy to sign for the amount he wanted to pay them. Though he had occasional rebels—not surprisingly, Johnny Blood held out for, and received, a richer contract one season—most players grudgingly accepted what Curly gave them then played their hearts out for him.
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Four Packers practice kicking in New York’s DeWitt Clinton Park on November 8, 1934. Though unidentified in the photo, the players appear to be (from left) Hank Bruder, Clarke Hinkle, Arnie Herber, and Joe Laws. Three days later, Green Bay lost to the Giants at the Polo Grounds 17–3.
Bettmann/CORBIS

This ability to get the best out of players on the field was another of Curly Lambeau’s greatest gifts and, again, his techniques created a template that some successful coaches still follow. Curly’s philosophy was simple: He was in charge and the players had better do exactly what he wanted. His practices were notoriously regimented and rugged, and he demanded 100 percent from everybody. He was impatient, explosive, and loud. Years after their playing days were over, many former Packers admitted they did not like the man when they played for him, but they understood his methods. Curly’s goal was to create a disciplined unit, one that could execute flawlessly during games, and on that point he succeeded admirably.

Curly’s other major contribution to football was the forward pass. Obviously, Lambeau didn’t invent the pass, but he was among the first coaches to see its potential, to develop an array of plays that employed passing, and to recruit players specifically for their talent in throwing and catching the ball. The Packers’ offense in the 1920s and 1930s was pretty traditional—they employed the “Notre Dame Box” variation of the single wing, which Lambeau learned from Knute Rockne during his one year playing at the school—but the plays he ran from the formation helped revolutionize the game. Largely because of the success of the passing game started by Lambeau, the NFL changed its rules during the 1930s to encourage more passing. (It also adopted a slimmer, easier-to-pass ball, but the evolution of the ball’s shape was largely a product of college football.) Many attribute the excitement of the NFL’s pass-oriented offenses, and the subsequent stardom achieved by many of the game’s greatest quarterbacks, to explain why the pro game eventually surpassed run-oriented college football in popularity.

THE RUN TO REPEAT

The 1930 season dawned in Green Bay with unbridled optimism. Though 10 players from the championship team were no longer on the roster, the core talent of the team—Dilweg, Dunn, Earp, Hubbard, Lewellen, McNally, and Michalske—returned intact. The rest of the league, now consisting of 11 teams, did not appear to have made up any ground on the Packers. The NFL was a far cry from its current makeup. In 1930, the Packers, Chicago Bears, and New York Giants were the league’s only teams whose names would be recognizable to the modern fan. Prior to the season, there had been more turnover in NFL membership and two new franchises were added—the Newark Tornadoes and the Portsmouth Spartans (who eventually moved to Detroit and became the Lions)—but it was obvious that the Packers would be fighting it out with the Giants and Bears for first place.


“Curly Lambeau was the founder, the creator, and the coach. But I never liked him. Not really respected him either, but he was paying me and I gave him a thousand percent every time I played football for him.”

—Clarke Hinkle



Arriving at the start of the season was Arnie Herber, one of the greatest passers in NFL history. His story is a classic: A Green Bay native, he loved the Packers as a boy and sold programs at games so that he could watch the team play. He was a star basketball and football player in high school, but after short stints at two colleges, he was back in Green Bay at the age of 20, working as a handyman for the Packers. Curly Lambeau decided to give the kid a tryout, liked what he saw, and signed him to play for $75 per game. Herber ended up earning a starting job in the season opener against the Chicago Cardinals and tossed his first touchdown pass in the game—a 50-yard strike to Lavvie Dilweg that helped secure a 14-0 victory. Herber played 11 seasons for the Packers and threw another 64 touchdown passes—lofty numbers in an era still dominated by the run.

By November 9 the Packers were 8–0 and seemingly on their way to a second title as they entered a difficult stretch of seven straight roads games in a span of a little more than a month (scheduling was often inconsistent and illogical in the NFL’s early years). After Green Bay dropped consecutive games to the Chicago Cardinals and New York, they found themselves tied for first with the Giants with four games to play.

With the championship on the line, Curly rallied his team and they responded with consecutive blowout victories over Frankford and Staten Island, while the Giants lost their next two games. The Packers season finished with a trip to Portsmouth, Ohio. The Spartans shrugged off an earlier one-sided loss to the Packers and rewarded their fans with a 6–6 tie, but that was all Green Bay needed to earn its second championship. Because the NFL ignored ties in the standings, the Packers’ 10–3–1 record and .769 winning percentage bested the Giants’ 13–4 record and .765 winning percentage.


“I was reckless, they said, on the football field. Reckless in a lot of things, I guess. I liked to have a good time back then.”

—John “Johnny Blood” McNally



The Packers’ return to Green Bay was a rerun of the previous year. The team’s train pulled into the Green Bay station and was greeted by thousands of adoring fans. Motorcycle police and a marching band led the team on a parade through the streets of Green Bay, which was followed by a community reception to further honor the Packers, and the city’s biggest star—Curly Lambeau.

In his brief remarks, Curly promised to try to keep bringing home championships, but this little bit of false humility was out of line with the reality of his situation: He had become one of the most famous football coaches in the country. In addition to the publicity generated by the second championship, Lambeau was also enjoying a wave of positive press generated by George Calhoun, now publicity director for the Packers. Thanks to Calhoun, big-city newspapers were starting to provide coverage of the Packers and their charismatic coach.

On March 31, 1931, a tragedy unrelated to Green Bay probably helped Curly Lambeau’s national profile as much as anything he had done on the field. On that day, Notre Dame coaching legend Knute Rockne was killed in a plane crash in Kansas. Rockne was America’s greatest and most famous football coach, having led the Fighting Irish to six national championships. He was also the man who taught Curly Lambeau football, and despite the fact he had only played a single season at Notre Dame, Curly considered Rockne both a mentor and friend. Though he was devastated by Rockne’s death, Lambeau was also helped by it. The American sporting press, looking for its next coaching legend, handed the mantle to Rockne’s protégé, Curly Lambeau. Now it was up to Curly to live up to this honor—or burden.

LOWLIGHTS, HIGHLIGHTS, AND A THIRD CHAMPIONSHIP

The 1931 season was one of the strangest in Packers history, loaded with numerous highlights on the field but plagued by strange events off it. Lambeau had managed to keep his stars happy and in the fold, plus he had gone out and recruited new talent, including two promising first-year players: Hank Bruder and Milt Gantenbein. Bruder had been a star at Northwestern University and he made an immediate impact as a back for the Packers. He went on to enjoy a productive 10-year year career for Green Bay. Gantenbein joined the Packers after starring at the University of Wisconsin and also stayed around for 10 seasons. Gantenbein was especially effective as a defensive end, but he also compiled respectable numbers as a receiver, too.
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In 1930 the Green Bay Packers won the second of three straight NFL Championships. This was arguably the most talented club of the league’s early decades. The roster included several outstanding players, but the men who led the way were Cal Hubbard, John (Johnny Blood) McNally, and Mike Michalske—as well as legendary coach Curly Lambeau.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive
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A rare National Football League courtesy pass, issued by the office of league president Joe Carr, which provided the bearer free access to any league game.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive

The Packers opened the 1931 season with a 26–0 drubbing of the NFL’s newest team, the Cleveland Indians, a “road team” (meaning it was sponsored by the league and played all its games on the road) that folded after the season was over. The following week, the Packers pounded the Brooklyn Dodgers 32–6 at City Stadium, but an incident in the stands cast a cloud over the team that lingered for more than two years. A drunken fan fell out of the stadium’s wooden bleachers and was injured. The fan’s injuries were not life threatening, but he filed a lawsuit against the team seeking $25,000 in damages. The team did not have that kind of cash, but it did have insurance, and for the time being, the issue was pushed to the back burner as it made its way through the legal system.

Another crisis—this one more immediately serious—erupted after the Packers had raised their record to 5–0. A formal complaint was filed with the NFL that claimed the Packers had broken the league rule of having more than 22 players under contract after the third game of the season; in fact, Curly had kept 27 players on his roster. For the second time in his tenure, NFL President Joe Carr threatened to make an example of the Packers by fining the team $500 and turning its two recent victories into forfeit losses. And for the second time, Curly Lambeau wriggled out of a tough situation—in the process managing to keep the victories—but he paid a price: To comply with league rules, Curly was forced to let go of long-time veterans Boob Darling and Whitey Woodin, along with promising youngsters Arnie Herber and Ken Radick. He also had to let tackle Claude Perry play for the Cardinals for the rest of the season.
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Arnie Herber, one of the Packers’ three passing backs (along with Cecil Isbell and Bob Monett), unleashes a jump-throw in practice as the team prepares for its November 20, 1938, contest with the New York Giants. Green Bay lost the game 15–3, then came up short again three weeks later in a rematch with New York in the 1938 championship.
Bettmann/CORBIS

Even this second off-the-field distraction of the year could not slow the Packers on the gridiron. By the time the gun sounded on their final game—a tight 7–6 loss to the Bears—they were in first place with a 12–2 record. But just when it appeared to be time for the team to enjoy a third straight championship celebration, yet another controversy emerged. The second-place Portsmouth Spartans, who had an 11–3 record, cried foul. During the season, the Packers had tentatively agreed to play a game in Portsmouth on December 13, then later backed out of their commitment, claming that league rules did not mandate playing games added to the schedule after the start of the season. Portsmouth demanded the game and a shot at the title, but Green Bay refused, and Joe Carr was called on to settle the dispute. Ironically, the man who only two months before had threatened to scuttle the Packers’ season sided with Green Bay and officially declared them the 1931 NFL champions.

A BIG-TIME COACH IN A SMALL-TIME CITY

The deepening Depression took a harsh toll on the National Football League, and as the 1932 season dawned, only eight franchises had survived. The Packers, whose finances for the time being remained solid, entered the season as optimistic as ever, despite the fact their success put more pressure on the team to win—anything less than another championship run would have been seen as a failure. But for Curly Lambeau, the third championship meant that his star shone ever more brightly on the national stage, and he clearly relished the attention. He appeared on the cover of national magazines. Hollywood stars wanted to spend time with him. He upgraded his wardrobe and soon his natty sideline attire prompted people to start calling him the best-dressed coach in the league.

With all this attention, the bigger question was whether Curly could keep his focus on football, and fans began to have their doubts. In particular, rumors of Curly’s marital infidelity started circulating in Green Bay’s small-town environment, in which few secrets could be kept. In later years, former Packers admitted that Curly’s womanizing on road trips was legendary. Unmarried players often found themselves competing with their famous coach for the attention of attractive women—competition the players usually ended up losing.

Yet at this juncture, Curly Lambeau appeared to be just as focused on football as ever and driven to win another championship. His star-studded roster stayed remarkably stable during the off-season, and Curly even managed to upgrade the team with two key additions. Arnie Herber, forced off the field in 1931 thanks to Joe Carr’s punishment for team roster violations, returned—and with a vengeance. Resuming his role as the Packers’ leading passer, Herber threw nine touchdowns and was named to the NFL All-Pro team. In addition to Herber, Lambeau also brought in a rookie who was destined to make a huge mark in the NFL: fullback Clark Hinkle.

Hinkle’s hard-nosed, up-the-gut running quickly became the perfect complement to the Packers’ passing game. The Ohio native had played college ball at Bucknell, and he was an effective linebacker, kicker, and punter as well. Hinkle was not a big man—only 5-feet 11-inches and about 200 pounds—but he was fearless, and he loved delivering punishment to his opponents. In particular, Hinkle loved mixing it up with Bears’ star Bronco Nagurski, and their frequent on-field battles became the stuff of NFL legend. When Hinkle retired after the 1941 season, he was the NFL’s career rushing leader with 3860 yards and he’d tallied 35 touchdowns—stats that easily earned him a 1964 induction into Canton.

Despite their new offensive firepower, points were harder to come by for the 1932 Packers, but fortunately their defense was as stout as ever, surrendering only 63 points for the season. After a scoreless tie against the Bears at City Stadium the second week of the season, the Packers rolled through the season in convincing fashion. The final game of the 1932 regular season found the 10–2–1 Packers playing the Bears at Wrigley Field with a fourth championship on the line. Green Bay’s offense sputtered and the Bears emerged with a 9–0 victory. The Packers were not going to be champions—but who was?

Ironically, the champion was going to be one of two teams with only six wins and, together, an amazing 10 ties. At 10–3–1, the Packers were in third place behind Chicago at 6–1–6 and Portsmouth at 6–1–4, both tied for first thanks to the NFL practice of ignoring ties in figuring the standings. To break the tie, the NFL scheduled a playoff in Chicago, but heavy snow forced the game inside Chicago Stadium. The playing surface was dirt left over after a recent circus; the arena could only accommodate an 80-yard field without end zones. Chicago ended up winning the bizarre game 9–0, officially breaking the Packers’ championship run.


“Contract negotiations with Curly were like a three-act play. You started out full of hope. Then Curly started to talk down your demands. At the end you felt like a bad guy trying to rob the Packers.”

—Charles “Buckets” Goldenberg



FROM CHAMPIONSHIP TO RECEIVERSHIP

Thanks, in part, to some lessons learned in the oddball indoor playoff game, the National Football League made some of its most sweeping rule changes in the off-season—changes that made the sport look more like the modern game. Two of the revisions were largely meant to encourage passing. First, the league added hash marks to the field, a feature first employed on the cramped field in the 1932 indoor playoff—but with obvious advantages in any venue. With the ball always spotted near the center of the field (between the hash marks), offenses started using more rollout passes, an exciting innovation that led to more scoring.

The other change was what some called the “Nagurski Rule,” thanks to a controversial touchdown pass the Bears’ star threw against Portsmouth. Previously, passers had to be at least 5 yards behind the line of scrimmage before releasing the ball. Portsmouth protested that Bronko was much closer to the line when he let loose his touchdown throw to Red Grange during the playoff. NFL officials realized that allowing throws from anywhere behind the line of scrimmage would make pro football much more exciting and high scoring, and so they turned what was probably an officiating error into a permanent rule change.

One other significant alteration made by the NFL was to break the league into two five-team divisions. At the end of the season, the first-place teams in each division would meet in a championship game. The Packers joined the Western Division with the Bears, Chicago Cardinals, Cincinnati Reds, and Portsmouth Spartans. With only four teams to beat to reach the championship, and with new rules in place to encourage its pass-happy offense, the Packers team appeared in perfect position to reclaim the NFL championship—but off-the-field events seemed to derail the season before it even started.

In July 1933, Willard Bent—the drunken fan who had fallen out of the City Stadium bleachers two seasons earlier—finally had his day in court and was awarded $5200 in damages. Since the accident, the Packers’ insurance company had declared bankruptcy and was unable to pay the judgment. When it was revealed that the team had debts of more than $12,000 and no assets to pay them off, they were forced into receivership, a stunning turn of events for what had recently been seen as one of the NFL’s leading franchises. But as with the team’s earlier financial crisis, Green Bay citizens—especially one of the legendary “Hungry Five”—emerged to support the team.

In August 1933, a Brown County circuit court judge appointed Frank Jonet as receiver to manage the claims of all creditors. The Packers could not have asked for a better person in the position. As both a certified public accountant and an avid Packers fan and stockholder, Jonet had the wherewithal to sort out the financial situation—but he clearly would act with the team’s best interest at heart. After Jonet’s appointment, team president and “Hungry Five” member Lee Johannes personally lent the team $6000, which was used to pay off half the debt. Now the team’s largest creditor was also its president. The Packers could play out the season and hopefully earn enough money at the gate to pull itself out of debt.

Unfortunately, the 1933 Packers seemed distracted by the turmoil off the field and could never quite get on track, failing to secure a win until the fourth game of the season. Other than a couple of mid-season routs, the offense struggled to score points, despite the presence of some of the greatest offensive players in NFL history. A three-game skid in November assured the team of its first losing season as an NFL franchise; the Packers ended up in third place in the Western Division with a 5–7–1 record.

Nobody seemed to take this fall from the top harder than Curly Lambeau, who became physically ill as the season went on. He visited a doctor in New York after the team lost to the Giants late in the season. Green Bay papers reported that he was suffering from an unspecified stomach ailment.

The one event of note in an otherwise forgettable season took place on October 1, 1933. In an attempt to broaden its fan base and generate more cash to pay off its debts, the Packers played a “home” game against the Giants in Milwaukee, Wisconsin’s largest city. The Packers lost the game 10–7, but more than 12,000 spectators filled Borchardt Field, home of the minor league baseball Milwaukee Brewers. The field was ill suited for football and an angry Curly Lambeau said afterward that his team would never play there again. Yet the financial rewards and increased publicity from playing in a large city were undeniable. Despite Curly’s opinions, it looked like Milwaukee might continue to play a role in the team’s future.

GREEN BAY FANS SAVE THEIR TEAM

Changes abounded for the Packers during the 1933–1934 off-season. One of the most startling developments occurred off the field when Curly returned home from a West Coast scouting trip and told his wife, Marguerite, that he wanted a divorce. During his trips to California, Curly had met and fallen in love with blonde-haired, 25-year-old model, Susan Johnston, and he intended to marry her. Tongues wagged in Green Bay—had Curly “gone Hollywood?” This seeming betrayal of Midwestern values—coupled with the losing season—prompted Green Bay fans to begin openly questioning the coaching acumen of their hometown hero.

Despite the changes in his personal life, Curly Lambeau appeared impervious to the criticism and, as always, focused on his team. Partly by choice and partly because of developments beyond his control, Curly started remaking his roster. First, he became fed up with John McNally, suspending “Johnny Blood” when he showed up drunk for practice and shipping him off to Pittsburgh after the season. Then, Curly had to say goodbye to stalwart lineman, Cal Hubbard, who had accepted a coaching position at Texas A&M. The punishing nature of two-way football was starting to take its toll on other long-time Packers as well, but Lambeau continued to display his knack for locating and signing talented reinforcements.

As Curly Lambeau retooled the roster, club president Lee Johannes focused his attention on returning the Packers to solid financial standing and securing its future in the NFL. Calling a meeting with 25 of Green Bay’s leading businessmen, Johannes asked them to lead a fund-raising campaign. The city’s fans responded with $15,000, more than enough for the team to satisfy its debt. Player and lawyer Lavvie Dilweg drew up the papers to reorganize Green Bay Packers, Inc., which stipulated issuing 600 shares of stock with no par value and, as before, instructing that any profits be donated to the local American Legion post.

The team showed some improvement in the 1934 season but continued to struggle when it came to scoring points. Clarke Hinkle proved a worthy replacement in the backfield for John McNally, and by season’s end, he was the team leader in both rushing yards and passes caught. In addition, Arnie Herber continued to affirm his status as the league’s leading passer. The Packers’ two biggest problems were division rivals Chicago Bears and Detroit Lions; each raced to 10–0 records, leaving Green Bay in the dust. The Packers finished a respectable 7–6, again good for third place in the Western Division, but they looked outclassed by the Bears, who finished the regular season with an unblemished 13–0 record. In a remarkable turn of events, the Giants dominated the Bears in the league’s first championship game, taking a 30–13 win on the ice-encrusted surface of New York’s Polo Grounds. Several Giants switched to basketball shoes at halftime to get better footing in what became known as the “Sneaker Game.”
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The letterhead used by the 1936 Packers featured a team picture and a note proclaiming “Three Times World’s Champions.” In fact, by the end of the season, the team would make it four championships. This rare document outlines the club’s construction, maintenance, and insurance costs for Green Bay’s City Stadium.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive
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One of the “rewards” for NFL championship teams was an exhibition game before the start of the following season against the College All Stars. The September 1, 1937, contest did not offer much of a reward to the Packers, who lost 6–0. Packers’ back George Sauer is shown trying to gain yards on a sweep around the right end during the first quarter of the game, which was played at Chicago’s Soldier Field.
Bettmann/CORBIS

HUTSON ARRIVES AND FOOTBALL FOREVER CHANGES

Two interesting Curly Lambeau experiments marked the start of the 1935 season. First, Curly became one of the first coaches to experiment with the offsite training camp when he took the players to Rhinelander, Wisconsin, for a week of intense practice. Second, he decided to change uniforms, and for the first time, the Packers wore green and gold, abandoning the dark blue jerseys they had worn every season up to this point in time. Yet one development overshadowed everything else that happened during the 1934–1935 off-season: The Packers signed speedy receiver Don Hutson.

When Curly Lambeau watched the University of Alabama All-American embarrass Stanford defenders in the 1935 Rose Bowl, he knew he had found the perfect player to return the Packers to greatness. Unfortunately, Green Bay was not the only NFL team that wanted Hutson, and he ended up signing contracts with both the Packers and the Brooklyn Dodgers. Joe Carr was called on to settle the dispute and he ruled in the Packers’ favor—apparently because their contract reached him via mail first. After this fortuitous development, Curly rewarded his new star with the richest paycheck in team history—$300 per game. To keep the amount secret, Lambeau each week mailed two $150 checks to Hutson accounts at two different Green Bay banks.

Once the 1935 season started, Green Bay took advantage of their new offensive weapon almost immediately. After sitting out the first game (a 7–6 loss to the Cardinals), Hutson stepped on the City Stadium turf for the first time in a Packers uniform early in the Week 2 tilt against the Bears. On his first play, Hutson sprinted past the Bear defenders and Arnie Herber hit him in stride with a missile of a pass. The resulting 83-yard touchdown was the game’s only score ... and an NFL legend was born.


“It was a great start for me, gave me a great deal of confidence. After that I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about other ways to make a living.”

—Don Hutson, commenting on the effect of catching an 83-yard touchdown pass on his first NFL play



When football historians discuss the game’s greatest players, Don Hutson’s name invariably comes up—in part, because he probably had more impact on shaping the game into its current form than any other player, and also because no single player has dominated the league for so long a period. At 6-feet 1-inch, 185 pounds, and able to run a 9.7 in the 100-yard dash, Hutson became the prototype for wide receivers that the NFL still uses today. He had sure hands, was an elusive open-field runner, and ran remarkable pass patterns in which he would fake himself free of the double and triple coverage he invariably faced. When his career ended after 11 seasons, Hutson had accumulated eye-popping numbers for a receiver: 488 catches, 7991 yards, and 99 touchdowns. Even with the game’s shift to the pass, he remains among the career leaders in many categories, and most consider his record of eight seasons leading the league in receiving as untouchable.

Despite their new offensive weapon—supplemented by a rejuvenated John McNally, recalled from his one-year exile in Pittsburgh—the 1935 Packers found themselves in a dogfight in the evenly matched Western Division. The team stayed in the title hunt until the last game of the season, but despite a 13–6 win over the Philadelphia Eagles, Green Bay ended up in second with an 8–4 record. Detroit won the division with a 7–3–2 mark and went on to knock off the Giants in the championship game.

The Packers failed to win the title, but Green Bay fans loved their competitiveness and wide-open offense, and healthy attendance boosted the team’s bottom line. In addition, the Packers seemed to unearth a potential gold mine in Milwaukee, despite the fact that Curly Lambeau had vowed to never again play there. During the off-season, Milwaukee Journal reporter Oliver Kuechle helped broker a deal that led to the Packers agreeing to play two games each season at Milwaukee’s State Fair Park. The facility was better equipped to handle football and had a capacity of 32,000, significantly more than City Stadium. October games at State Fair Park were well received by fans and Curly raised no objection, setting the stage for a long-term relationship between the Packers and Milwaukee.


KEY PLAY: DON HUTSON’S FIRST NFL PLAY
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When Don Hutson joined the Packers, he forever changed the game of pro football—literally from his very first play. Playing the Bears in Green Bay on September 22, 1935, the Packers had the ball on their own 17. Hutson lined up at “flexed” left end (slightly split off the tackle). Playing the deep back in the single wing, Arnie Herber took the long snap from center and made a short drop to pass. John McNally, split wide on the right as a wingback, appeared to be the primary target; he ran at the defender before breaking to the right. Herber looked at McNally and faked a pass. Meanwhile, Hutson had broken casually off the line of scrimmage, running toward Chicago All-Pro defensive back Beattie Feathers. When Feathers bit on Herber’s fake and paused, Hutson angled towards the center of the field, switched into high gear, and left Feathers in the dust. Herber hit Hutson in stride, heaving a bomb that traveled 66 yards in the air. The 83-yard touchdown was the game’s only score. Hutson’s speed and athleticism—especially his ability to run precise, multiple-fake pass routes—revealed the power and excitement of the passing game, which pro football soon embraced with fervor, much to the delight of fans.
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When Don Hutson arrived in Green Bay, he showed the true potential of the passing game as practiced by a gifted, athletic receiver. This scene shows a relatively rare occurrence—Hutson dropping a pass during the 1938 championship game against the Giants—but he went on to catch 488 passes during his remarkable career.
Bettmann/CORBIS



BACK ON TOP

The Packers appeared to have all the weapons they needed for a championship in 1936, though the roster had undergone quite a makeover. Veterans who had been responsible for the 1929–1931 championship run started retiring, including Cal Hubbard, Mike Michalske, and Claude Perry. But Lambeau had been cultivating replacements and several former backups saw their stars shine in 1936—particularly guard Lon Evans and tackle Ernie Smith, who both earned spots on the NFL All-Pro team. The NFL had also instituted the college draft before the season, and Lambeau used the Packers’ first pick to select Russ Letlow, a guard from the University of San Francisco. Letlow became a defensive-line standout and was eventually inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame.

After the Packers took the opener from the Chicago Cardinals, the Bears came to town on September 20 and hammered Green Bay 30–3. The prospects for a championship looked dim, but there was hope. John McNally had missed the first two games, staging what was the first contract holdout in team history. After the Bears game, the Packer executive committee told Curly to get McNally under contract. He complied, and with the distraction removed and one of their best players back on the field, the Packers’ turnaround started immediately. Green Bay never lost another game en route to a 10–1–1 season.

Arnie Herber and Don Hutson were magnificent, leading the league in passing and receiving, respectively, but the rushing offense—led by Clark Hinkle, George Sauer, Bob Monett, and Milt Gantenbein—was just as effective, racking up nearly 1700 yards on the ground. The Packers won the Western Division comfortably and earned the right to play in their first championship game. They met the Boston Redskins at New York’s Polo Grounds (chosen over Boston because the Redskins had drawn such meager crowds during their home games). Three minutes into the game, Hutson caught a 42-yard touchdown pass from Herber, and the Packers never trailed en route to a 21–6 victory. More than 10,000 fans greeted the team at the Green Bay train station. Maybe the crowds weren’t as large or as boisterous as those that gathered after the first couple of championships, but Green Bay was obviously pleased to be back on top of the NFL.

EXHIBITION BLUES AND ANOTHER CHAMPIONSHIP RUN

After their 1936 championship, the Packers embarked on a West Coast tour, a common practice for the NFL during this era. The exhibition games played were a good source of extra money for the team and players, so few people complained. Another exhibition that the champions played was the annual contest against the college all-stars before the start of the following regular season. The 1937 game turned out to be one that the Packers would rather have not played. They were humbled by the collegians 6–0 (the first loss suffered by the NFL in the game) and Arnie Herber suffered an injury that hindered him for the rest of the year.

With additional seating in City Stadium (an expansion of roughly 6,000) promising new attendance records, the Packers promptly dropped their first two games of 1937. Without Herber to pass the ball, the offense—limited primarily to a ground game—struggled to put points on the scoreboard. When Herber came back for the third game, the team embarked on a seven-game winning streak to pull itself back into contention. Back-to-back losses on the road against the Giants and Redskins (now playing in Washington) left the Packers with a 7–4 record and in second place behind the Bears. Chicago finished the regular season with the league’s best record but lost an exciting championship game to the Redskins, led by sensational rookie quarterback Sammy Baugh, 28–21.
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This letter from Packers President Lee Johannes went out to stockholders—largely consisting of Green Bay citizens—inviting them to attend the team’s 1938 annual meeting. The Packers’ long history of public ownership is unique among NFL teams and is responsible for the survival of the team in its small Midwestern home city.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive
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One of the reasons the 1937 College All Stars were able to defeat the defending champion Packers was TCU star Sammy Baugh, shown here eluding a Green Bay defender on a punt return during the September 1 contest. “Slingin’ Sammy” threw the pass leading to the game’s only score, then went on to a stellar sixteen-year career as a quarterback with the Washington Redskins.
Bettmann/CORBIS

With Arnie Herber in apparent decline, Curly Lambeau thought his top priority during the off-season was finding another passer to help feed the ball to Don Hutson. For Hutson to achieve his potential, he would need the help of an exceptional passer—and that’s what Curly hoped he was getting when he selected Cecil Isbell of Purdue University with his first pick of the December 1937 draft. His instincts turned out to be correct. Isbell made his mark immediately in 1938, but he shared time as primary passer with Herber and Bob Monett in the Packers’ offense for his first three seasons. When Isbell finally became the primary passer, he broke out for two of the most prolific passing seasons in NFL history—then amazingly called it quits as a player and became a college coach.

Playing in front of ever-larger crowds (thanks to yet another City Stadium expansion, this time to a capacity of nearly 25,000), the entertaining Packers put together a strong 1938 season despite a disappointing 2–0 loss to the Bears in their second game. A late-season run of five straight wins helped propel the Packers to yet another division title and championship playoff, this time against the Giants. More than 48,000 fans enjoyed a hard-fought game at the Polo Grounds. The Packers kept it close despite the fact that Don Hutson was injured and largely ineffective, but two blocked punts proved their undoing and they dropped a 23–17 heartbreaker. The game was marred by a bizarre incident: Curly Lambeau took a wrong turn on his way to the locker room at halftime, walked out a door, and found himself locked out of the stadium. It took him several minutes to talk his way back into the Polo Grounds, but he missed most of halftime and an opportunity to talk to his team.

Fortunately, the 1939 Packers found themselves with an opportunity to shake off the memories of their championship near miss—and their famous coach’s embarrassing loss of direction during the season’s biggest game. Defense was not this team’s forte: The 1939 Packers yielded 153 points, at that time the highest total in team history. Fortunately, the offense was as potent as ever, featuring Don Hutson, who led the league in receiving; Arnie Herber and Cecil Isbell, a fearsome passing duo; and a potent running game utilizing a host of backs (led by Isbell and Clark Hinkle) who together accumulated more than 1500 yards on the ground.


“Isbell was the best, with Sid Luckman of the Bears a close second and Sammy Baugh of the Redskins a long third.... Isbell was a master at any range. He could throw soft passes, bullet passes, or long passes.”

—Curly Lambeau, on the best passers of all time



The key to the season may have been the addition of rookie Larry Craig, a sixth-round pick out of South Carolina. Coach Lambeau put Craig in Don Hutson’s defensive end slot and moved his star receiver to the less-demanding position of safety. Some speculate the move may have added years to Hutson’s career and provided him the edge he needed to continue confounding defensive backs.

Thanks to the Bears and Lions, 1939 offered no cakewalk through the Western Division. After losing to Chicago 30–27 on November 5, the 5–2 Packers were in second place behind Detroit. They closed the season with a string of four impressive road victories—the last one a 12–7 over the Lions—and wrapped up their second consecutive Western Division title. Waiting for them in the championship game were the New York Giants. It was supposed to be a home game for the Packers, but the league insisted that the game be played in Milwaukee’s State Fair Park because of the venue’s larger capacity. Though the decision was unpopular with Green Bay city leaders, it was a good one financially. The game drew 32,279 fans (paying $4.40 each for the best seats) and the Packers achieved the biggest gate in their history.

On the field, the game was not even a contest. The Giants held Don Hutson in check, but not Milt Gantenbein and Joe Laws, who each caught touchdown passes. Meanwhile, the Packers defense, which had been suspect during the season, proved stifling. The only thing more punishing was the cold and windy weather. In the end, the Packers left Milwaukee with a 27–0 victory. More importantly, they were NFL champions for an unprecedented sixth time, ending the 1930s right where they started—as the undisputed best team in the league.

[image: Image]

The Packers ended the 1930s the way they started the decade: as champions. On December 10, 1939, more than 32,000 fans jammed Milwaukee’s State Fair Park to watch Green Bay whitewash the Giants 27–0. This scene from the game’s fourth quarter shows the Packers’ tenacious defense wrapping up New York back Tuffy Heemans after a short gain.
Bettmann/CORBIS
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Ticket stub.
GreenBayAntiques.com/The Oneida Archive
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The 1937 Packers scrimmage with intensity in a New York park in preparation for their November 21 clash with the Giants at the Polo Grounds. Hurdling a sprawling defender, future Hall of Famer Clarke Hinkle bursts through a wide hole in the line. The practice was to no avail as the Packers were shut out by New York 10–0.
Bettmann/CORBIS
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MILT GANTENBEIN

End
1931–1940

Milton Edward “Milt” Gantenbein was born in tiny New Albin, Iowa, but grew up in La Crosse, Wisconsin, where he became a high school football star. Gantenbein took his talents to the University of Wisconsin, where he further excelled and caught Curly Lambeau’s attention; Gantenbein signed on to play end with the Packers in 1931. He was not particularly big (6 feet, 193 pounds) or fast, but he was tough and a classic two-way player. On offense Gantenbein was a reliable receiver, spending several years as second fiddle to Don Hutson, but he nonetheless caught 77 passes for 1299 yards and 8 touchdowns. Gantenbein’s most important contribution to the Packers was as a sturdy defensive end; he was a key member of the rugged units that yielded very few points throughout the 1930s. After retirement, Gantenbein went into coaching, including the head job at New York’s Manhattan College.




CLARKE HINKLE

Fullback, Linebacker
1932–1941

Was Clarke Hinkle the toughest man ever to have played professional football? Some of his opponents claimed he was, but it was hard to guess by just looking at him. Hinkle, an Ohio native and product of Bucknell University, stood only 5-feet, 11-inches and weighed 207 pounds. Yet his Packer teammates said he could get more fired up for a football game than any player they had ever encountered. Hinkle was a menace on both sides of the ball. On offense he was a punishing fullback, amassing 3800 hard-earned yards on the ground—an NFL career best at the time of his retirement. On defense Hinkle became the prototype for the modern linebacker, as adept at dropping back into pass coverage as he was at smashing into runners. Hinkle may be best known for his ongoing rivalry with the Bears’ Bronko Nagurski (another candidate for football’s toughest player). Their frequent meetings on the field often ended with violent results—Hinkle once bowled through an attempted Nagurski tackle and injured Bronko so severely that the Bears’ star missed several games. Ironically, after football Hinkle and Nagurski became close friends, and Nagurski presented Hinkle for induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1964.




ARNIE HERBER

Back
1930–1940

Hollywood could not have scripted a story as compelling as Arnie Herber’s. A schoolboy star in basketball and football at Green Bay West High School, Herber sold programs at City Stadium so he could watch his beloved Packers. He attended the University of Wisconsin and Denver’s Regis College for a short time, but by the age of 20 was back in Green Bay working for the Packers as a handyman. Curly Lambeau gave the young Herber a tryout before the 1930 season and signed him to a contract. By 1932 he had earned a role as the Packers’ primary pass-throwing back and he led the NFL in passing. His ability to throw the long ball with incredible accuracy changed the face of pro football, especially after the speedy Don Hutson became his primary target. Injuries and a struggle with his weight threatened to derail Herber’s career, but he remained an important part of the Packers’ offense, even after Curly brought in Bob Monett, then the talented Cecil Isbell to replace him. After Isbell finally established himself as the Packers’ primary passer in 1940, Herber was cut by Lambeau—but that was not the end of his career. In 1944 Herber joined the war-ravaged Giants and he played two strong seasons for New York, leading them to the 1944 championship game—where they were beaten by the Packers. Herber’s career numbers of 8000-plus yards passing and 81 touchdowns made him an easy selection for the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1966.


[image: Image]



Arnie Herber was pro football’s first great passer. Shown here in 1936, he could heave a ball sixty yards with ease. Herber’s story is especially remarkable considering that he was working as the Packers’ handyman when Curly Lambeau gave him a tryout and decided to sign him on as a player.
Bettmann/CORBIS




CHARLES “BUCKETS” GOLDENBERG

Guard, Fullback
1933–1945

That Charles “Buckets” Goldenberg ever played in the NFL was amazing considering he was born in Odessa, Russia. But he fell in love with the game after immigrating to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, as a child. Goldenberg played fullback at the University of Wisconsin, and Curly Lambeau put him to work as a back after signing him to the Packers. Goldenberg was a solid runner and pass catcher his first few seasons in Green Bay, but his career blossomed in 1936 when he was converted to guard at the recommendation of Mike Michalske—himself a former fullback turned guard. The durable Goldenberg went on to play an impressive 13 years with the Packers, making major contributions to three championship teams. He returned to Milwaukee after retiring from football, for many years ran a popular restaurant in the city, and served on the Packers’ board of directors. Goldenberg was eventually inducted into the Wisconsin Sports Hall of Fame, the Packers Hall of Fame, and the International Jewish Sports Hall of Fame.




DON HUTSON

End
1935–1945

“The Alabama Antelope” was the NFL’s first dominant pass receiver—and dominate he did, leading the league in catches for an amazing eight of his 11 seasons with the Packers. Hutson, a native of Pine Bluff, Arkansas, was built like a modern receiver: 6-feet, 1-inch and 185 pounds. He was blazing fast and had great hands, but the key to his success may have been his brilliant route running, which was often punctuated by multiple fakes to shed the double- and triple-coverage he often drew. Hutson caught passes thrown to him by Arnie Herber and Bob Monett, but it was probably when Cecil Isbell became the Packers’ primary passer that Hutson became especially dangerous. The two men worked at the same factory during the off-season and practiced in the parking lot during lunchtime. Their efforts led them to perfect a number of timing patterns, where Isbell would throw to a spot, knowing Hutson would be there to catch the ball—the first time this now-standard technique was regularly used in the NFL. Hutson was NFL MVP in 1941 and 1942, and retired in 1945 after accumulating what were then staggering career numbers: 488 catches for 7991 yards and 99 touchdowns. He served as a Packer assistant coach for four seasons before leaving Green Bay for Racine, Wisconsin, where he owned and ran a Chevy and Cadillac dealership for more than three decades. The Packers honored Hutson in 1994 by naming their indoor practice facility after him.
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