


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  The acknowledgments for this book start with the acknowledgment of another book.


  It was in 1999 when David Maraniss wrote When Pride Still Mattered: A Life of Vince Lombardi, the definitive book, in the view of many, not only of the legendary coach but also of the organization that is the Green Bay Packers.


  Thoroughly researched and beautifully written, it delves into places no book on Lombardi had gone before and none has gone since. And let’s be honest, that takes some doing since the number of books written about the Packers, the players, the fans, the games, the stadium, and nearly anything else you could think of could fill its own library. But that only shows that the dedication, devotion, and interest in this team spans the decades and the globe. There is always something to write about when it comes to the Green Bay Packers.


  Still, Maraniss’s book was, and remains, something unusual and timeless. Even today, more than 25 years after it first appeared, it continues to be an essential document in the history of the franchise that analyzes not only the man but also the players he impacted, the league he helped change, and a community that has been altered forever more than 50 years after his untimely death.


  I mention David Maraniss—a Madison, Wisconsin, native, a University of Wisconsin graduate, and a longtime writer and editor for the newspaper I always wanted, but was never able, to land a job with—the Washington Post—because he was kind enough to share time with me as I researched this book.


  A Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist, he has also written books on such varied topics as the Vietnam War, baseball player Roberto Clemente, President Bill Clinton, the city of Detroit, and the 1960 Summer Olympics.


  So when I reached out to him (email really does work sometimes) and told him what I was working on, he was gracious and happy to help; he provided some insight that, frankly, was new to me on a team I had written more than a few words about.


  For example, most of Lombardi’s players, as we know, despised the man for demanding so much from them. Then Maraniss added, “Did you know that nearly half the players who played for Lombardi became millionaires after football?”


  Well, no, I didn’t. But these are the kinds of insights that can make a good story and provide the kind of context to make a topic worth revisiting.


  So I thank David Maraniss for the time he gave me and for the information he provided.


  And there are others who helped with this project, which I hope will provide even the most die-hard Packers fan (and maybe a few fans of other teams for that matter) with something they did not know before.


  It starts with the great folks at Globe Pequot / Lyons Press including editor Ken Samelson, who suggested this idea and allowed me to carry through with it. In that same vein, I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the late Niels Aaboe, a good man and fine editor with whom I worked closely on several other Packers books. And when I learned he was no longer with us, I genuinely felt sad because he had given me the opportunity to pursue a direction all writers, I think, seek—becoming a published author. I’ve been able to do this more times than I ever imagined, and Niels was a big part of that.


  As well, I extend a big thank-you, as always, to Green Bay Packers team historian Cliff Christl, whose encyclopedic knowledge of the team is truly invaluable. His suggestions and ideas helped me go in directions that, frankly, I had not even considered, which I hope will make this book something a little different.


  And if this book is in any way readable and coherent, it is due to the wonderful hands-on editing of John Perney, my former colleague in the communications office at Albion College in Michigan. I have said this before and will say it again: He is the finest editor I have ever worked with, and I certainly didn’t make it easy on him. Thanks again, John.


  I also got some much-needed help a little closer to home. With my penchant for dropped words and apparently not using enough commas, my wife Theresa and my sons Patrick and Michael gave the final draft the once-over and offered some terrific insights. Thanks, guys.


  So I hope you enjoy this book. It was fun to research and write, and as with the other Packers books I’ve written over the years, I continued to learn something. And that’s always a good thing.
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  Opened in 1957 and originally named New City Stadium, the iconic Lambeau Field remains one of the great sports venues in American sports. It has gone through many changes and renovations over the years, but its essence remains unchanged. So many great players have performed here and even today, when visiting teams come here to face the Packers, they hear the voices and they know the history.





  THE TEAM


  “IT’S JUST A COOL STORY”


  As with most things involving this franchise, easy answers are rarely available. The Green Bay Packers as a franchise did not emerge, fully formed, from a vacuum as though they were some pro football version of the “Big Bang.” It was a process many years in the making, and not something that was immediately ready for the professional level.


  Make no mistake, though. From the game’s origins in the 1860s, to its codification of rules under Walter Camp, to its explosion in popularity on college campuses, and even to the point when President Theodore Roosevelt considered banning the game as too dangerous, football was growing steadily.


  “It’s just a cool story,” said David Maraniss, author of the 1999 book When Pride Still Mattered: A Life of Vince Lombardi. “Something like this could never happen again.”


  And it had certainly found its place in the snowy realms of Wisconsin, home to hardy immigrants from throughout Europe who thrived on the new game’s basic premise of pure physicality.


  For years prior to the birth of the Green Bay Packers, town teams popped up all over the state and all over the Midwest. In truth, it was not unlike the community baseball teams that sprouted up in small towns across America, drawing crowds and uniting towns in an athletic endeavor.


  In Green Bay, a place literally separated east and west by the Fox River, football was the perfect activity to enhance a rivalry that had existed since the town was formed. East hated West and West hated East, and nowhere was that made more clear than in competitions between Green Bay West and Green Bay East high schools. Even more clearly, the football field was the best stage for the rivalry to play out, especially in the mind of a young stud athlete named Earl Lambeau.


  Lambeau was a great high school athlete, and his love of football was unmatched. Thanks to his talent, and after he saved enough money the previous summer working in his father’s construction firm, he was able to enroll and play football as a freshman at Notre Dame, which was on the verge of becoming perhaps college football’s first great powerhouse.


  Lambeau thrived in his first and, as it turned out, only season in South Bend, Indiana. He quickly became Notre Dame’s starting full-back and scored the first touchdown of his college career—and the first touchdown of the soon-to-be legendary Rockne era—in a 26–6 win over the Case School of Applied Science. He played fullback and halfback for Notre Dame during that 1918 season and scored three touchdowns as Notre Dame posted a 3–1–2 record.


  And while Rockne saw a great future for the young back from Green Bay, Lambeau’s time there would be cut short due to a severe case of tonsillitis that winter, which sent him to the hospital and eventually back to Green Bay. Once he recovered, he took a job at the Indian Packing Company for $250 a month.


  That was the start of the confluence of events that eventually led to the meeting with George Calhoun. And then to the birth of an idea, the implementation of that idea, and on to Green Bay’s foray from a “town” team to a professional entity as part of the American Professional Football Association (APFA). In two years, the APFA would evolve into the National Football League, and Green Bay would become inextricably linked with it.


  The rest—as is too often said but is usually true—is history. So let’s get started.


  THE FIRST GAME


  In our list of “firsts,” the first game as a professional team must certainly take a leading spot. And so, on the warm, cloudy afternoon of September 14, 1919, the first iteration of the professional football team in Green Bay (though not yet officially known as the Packers) sauntered onto the Hagemeister Park field next to Green Bay East High.
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  Curly Lambeau technically may not have been the Packers first head coach, but he may as well have been. He was one of the team’s founders, its first great player, its eventual Hall of Fame coach, the real general manager for a while, and the man who put the Green Bay Packers on the map and kept them there. That first coach? Willard “Big Bill” Ryan, who lasted all of two seasons before Lambeau took over.


  The game would be played against the Menomonie North End Athletic Club from Menomonie, Michigan, a town 45 miles north of Green Bay that straddles the border between Marinette, Wisconsin, and Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. That squad, also a collection of local athletes who had played the game in high school and still loved it, was a late substitution to play Green Bay when teams from nearby Oconto and De Pere backed out. Indeed, most of those opponents that first year were teams put together on a whim and lacked any organization. They were, in many respects, like Green Bay, though clearly Lambeau had assembled a team that featured very good players who at least had practiced together.


  There were no bleachers or fencing to separate the players from the crowd of around 2,000 people who showed up to watch. There also was no admission fee charged, although George Calhoun did “pass the hat” around for donations to help defray costs.


  This Packers squad was an eclectic group, many of whom had either played football for Green Bay East or West high schools. Several players already had careers working in the vibrant railroad industry that featured at least four companies running some 32 trains daily through the upper Midwest and around the country.


  But the best player? No doubt it was Lambeau. In his anthology on the history of the Packers, titled The Greatest Story in Sports: Green Bay Packers 1919–2019, Packers historian Cliff Christl quoted a teammate, Fritz Gavin, as saying Lambeau was peerless as a passer: “He could hit a dime at 40 yards,” Gavin said.


  THE FIRST COACH


  While Lambeau was one of the team’s founders, the team captain, and the man in whom all things Packers related flowed, he was not, as many people believe, the coach—at least technically.


  That job belonged to Willard “Big Bill” Ryan, who was a teacher and football coach at Green Bay West High. Ryan’s name doesn’t resonate that much these days when it comes to the history of the Packers, and in truth, he wasn’t that big, standing 5 feet 9 and weighing 210 pounds. But he made his mark nonetheless and helped bring some level of organization to a team that was still finding its footing in those early days.


  According to Packers team historian Cliff Christl, Ryan served as Green Bay West’s football coach in 1916 and 1917, coached a service team in 1918 during World War I, and then returned to West in 1919. That year, he doubled as both the West High coach and the Packers coach. Not surprisingly, seven of his former West players comprised the original Green Bay team.


  In August 1919, Curly Lambeau was named team captain and Ryan was named coach, though there was no doubt whose team this truly was. Interestingly enough, the team captain in those days held more sway than the head coach due to league rules, so, according to Christl, it was difficult to speculate how the coaching duties were split between the two men. Though knowing that Lambeau was a charismatic, bigger-than-life figure, it’s probably safe to assume he made most of the major decisions. Ryan stepped away from the team prior to the 1920 season, and Lambeau assumed control as head coach and general manager, a position he would hold until 1949. In that time, he compiled 209 wins, led the Packers to six championships, and emblazoned his name on every corner of the NFL.


  As for “Big Bill” Ryan, he moved back into teaching in Minnesota, then eventually retired to Arizona where he died in 1962. In his obituary, the Press-Gazette referred to him as the “original coach of the Green Bay Packers,” and team cofounder George Whitney Calhoun said, “When the Packers were first organized in 1919, E. L. Lambeau asked Ryan to assist him in coaching the team, and they did a splendid job.”


  As well, Lambeau, again technically, wasn’t even the Packers’ second coach. That job went to Joseph Hoeffel, who was a terrific player at Green Bay East and went on to become an All-American end at the University of Wisconsin in 1912.


  In fact, it was Hoeffel who coached the Packers in their first season in the newly renamed National Football League. That turbulent season (more on that to come) saw the Packers post a 3–2–1 record with Hoeffel, officially, listed as the head coach.


  But make no mistake, as it was with Big Bill Ryan, Hoeffel may have had the title but he did not have the responsibility, especially on game day. That fell to Curly Lambeau. There were two reasons for that: The first involved the pro football rules of the day, which did not allow “head coaches” (the definition in those days was often up to interpretation) to talk to the players during the game. The second? This was, and always would be, Lambeau’s team.


  Still, Hoeffel was the coach and should have received credit for those three victories that, over time, were credited to Lambeau. According to Christl, the team historian, officials at the Pro Football Hall of Fame even tried over the years to take away those three wins credited to Lambeau (his 209 victories remain a team record) and give them to Hoeffel. But there was never enough evidence or groundswell of interest in making that happen, and frankly, it wouldn’t have changed much of anything anyway.


  As former Packers president Bob Harlan once said, “In those days, Curly Lambeau did everything for the Packers.”


  Hoeffel would step away after one season as Packers head coach. He would eventually start the Joseph M. Hoeffel Sales Company, which he ran for years in Green Bay. He died in 1964 at the age of 73.


  THE FIRST TOUCHDOWN


  The name was Clement “Dutch” Dwyer, and of the thousands of players who have played for this franchise over the century, he will always be the first. While Don Hutson and Jim Taylor and Brett Favre and Donald Driver and Ahman Green and Aaron Rodgers and Aaron Jones may have been responsible for far more touchdowns, Dutch was the first to score a touchdown for the Green Bay Packers. Just for context, since that first score, the Packers have added nearly 30,000 more over the years.


  He was the quarterback, but he didn’t throw any passes. And he was a running back who really didn’t run that much. But news reports of the time make it clear that it was Dutch Dwyer who started the festivities for Green Bay. No one knows how far he ran or what the circumstances were or if he did an early version of the Lambeau Leap (the Hagemeister Hop?) after scoring, but that’s where it started.


  Dutch played one season for the Packers before concentrating on his law career. But his brother Rigney played the first two seasons, and it was Rigney’s devastating injury in the rail yards in the middle of that second season that was the first step in focusing on just how important this new football team would be to the community.


  Rigney was a switchman in the rail yard, and one night he accidentally fell under a moving train, losing his left arm and leg. The Packers responded by organizing a benefit football game that raised more than $4,000 to help the Dwyer family. Rigney recovered and was eventually elected as Brown County register of deeds, a position he held for 22 years.


  As for Dutch Dwyer, a star football player at Green Bay West High, he has gone down in the annals as the first Packers player to score a touchdown. But his impact on the Green Bay community, of which he was a lifelong member, went far deeper.


  He earned his law degree from Marquette University and practiced law in Green Bay with his brother Thomas. He was also a councilman, an assistant city attorney, a member of the Green Bay City Zoning Commission, and a member of the Brown County Bar Association. Not only that, but he also maintained his position as a railroad conductor, a position he’d held in his younger days, and was a staunch supporter of the railroad union.


  He died in 1958 at the age of 60.


  While Clement scored the franchise’s first touchdown, there’s another first in this story: Who scored the Packers’ first National Football League touchdown? That honor goes to Adolph Kliebhan, who played in Green Bay’s first-ever NFL game (then the American Professional Football League) on October 23, 1921, against the Minneapolis Marines. He played quarterback but never threw a pass, and midway through the game he was replaced by Lambeau. Kliebhan never played another game.


  He went on to become a football and baseball official and was an accomplished bowler. He died in a Wisconsin veterans’ hospital in 1963 at the age of 65.


  THE FIRST VICTORY


  It was not the most competitive game in Packers history. Then again, in that 1919 season, there weren’t very many of those anyway.


  Lambeau and Calhoun had managed to cobble together an 11-game schedule that featured opponents from around the area and around the state.


  In a game that really wasn’t much of a contest, this new team rolled over Menomonie 53–0, the first win in the professional history of the Packers. Since then, over the course of 104 seasons (through 2024) nearly 800 wins have followed.


  THE FIRST ROAD GAME


  The Packers faced very little competition that first season. In their opening five games, all in the cozy cow pasture that was Hagemeister Field, Green Bay rang up five straight wins: over Menomonie, 53–0; the Marinette Northerners, 61–0; New London, 54–0; Sheboygan Company C, 87–0; and the Racine Iroquois, 76–6. For those keeping score at home, Green Bay had outscored its opposition 331–6.


  But it was time to go on the road, such as it was, with a schedule featuring teams primarily from Wisconsin. Originally, the Packers were set to play a team from Fond du Lac, but four days before the game the coach told the Packers that, due to illness and injury, they would be unable to field a team. Desperate for an opponent, the Packers looked north and found one in Ishpeming, Michigan, located in the Iron Range near Lake Superior and a sizable 165-mile jaunt due north. The club was considered to be Green Bay’s strongest opponent to date, having posted a 2–1–1 record. But it was a loose, disorganized assortment of players and, prior to this season, it had not competed for three years. Still, it was a chance to play, and in those days you took the competition where you could find it.


  Two things happened in that game that helped chart the course of the Packers. The first? Green Bay again won easily, though not as easily as its previous games. Lambeau excelled on the field as the Packers won, 33–0.


  The second? The Packers ran the ball on their first three offensive plays, and on each a Green Bay player suffered a broken bone. Lambeau recalled later, “We never ran again. We passed on every play and we beat them, 33–0. It was the day we realized the value of the forward pass.”


  Indeed, Lambeau tossed the new sport of football on its head by not only emphasizing the forward pass (which some teams had tried to declare illegal) but also designing specific pass patterns for eligible receivers. It would prove to be a revelation not only for the Packers but, eventually, for the game itself.


  THE FIRST DEFEAT


  There are those whose encyclopedic knowledge of the Green Bay Packers will recall the name Zabel. His first name? It may have been “Baldy,” though there is some question as to whether that was legit.


  What is certain is that Mr. Zabel will always have a special place of ignominy in the history of the Green Bay Packers franchise.


  Why is that? That’s easy.


  He was the referee in the Packers’ final game of their first season, a road game against a tough opponent called the Beloit Fairies. Dubbed the Wisconsin state championship, it was a chance for the Packers to close out a dominating first season that saw them overwhelm their opponents by a staggering score of 565–6.


  It had been a strange inaugural season for this new club. Originally scheduled opponents would cancel, due first to injury and then later simply because Green Bay dominated everyone so thoroughly. Some teams just didn’t want to be cannon fodder.


  But on November 23, 1919, the Packers were invited to end their season in Beloit against a team sponsored by an engine manufacturer—Fairbanks, Morse & Company. Its team, nicknamed the Fairies, had put together a solid season as well, posting a 5–1–1 mark. The game would be trumpeted as the Wisconsin state championship, though that was more a public relations move to drive up attendance.


  But what a game it turned out to be.


  In a brutal, bloody, and nasty match, the two teams slammed away at each other for the better part of two scoreless quarters. This is where it got interesting and controversial. According to the press reports of the time, the referee, the aforementioned Mr. Zabel, made clear just who he wanted to win this game.


  As time ran out in the first half, the Packers apparently stopped the Fairies’ offense on the Green Bay five-yard line. But Zabel directed the timekeeper to put five seconds back on the clock and, of course, Beloit scored the game’s first, and only, touchdown.


  Then, late in the contest, Zabel called three straight penalties on Green Bay, each negating a touchdown. As well, Zabel couldn’t contain the rowdy Beloit crowd, many of whom would run on the field during the game, one time colliding with a Packers offensive player.


  The Packers’ season ended in infamy and anger, not to mention charges of blatant homerism by Zabel. The next day, the pages of the Green Bay Press-Gazette went crazy.


  “Capt. Lambeau’s team was robbed of victory by referee Zabel of Beloit,” George Calhoun wrote. “The official penalized Green Bay three times after touchdowns, refusing to allow the score. The Packers were twice on the verge of leaving the field but decided to play it out.”
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  After two seasons of dominating opponents in 1919 and 1920, the Packers finally gained entrance into the American Professional Football Association thanks to a good word from Bears coach/owner George Halas. But it almost didn’t last. That team was suspended late in the season for using illegal college players and nearly kicked out of the APFA. Soon after reinstatement, the APFA became the National Football League.


  Calhoun and Lambeau demanded a rematch on a neutral field with neutral officials. But Beloit refused, leading Calhoun to crack that was why they were called the Fairies.


  The 1919 season was still a roaring success both on and off the field. After every game, the Packers would “pass the hat” and encourage fans to donate whatever they could. Those donations, and the money the teams would split from ticket sales for each game, amounted to enough that each of the 21 players on the Green Bay roster received $16.75, which equaled about three days’ pay from their regular jobs.


  THE FIRST HINT OF TROUBLE


  These were wild, raucous times in pro football. It was a game that appealed to many, horrified others, and continued to linger on the fringes of the American sports scene—half in the dark and half in the light. At this time, baseball had taken its place as America’s favorite sport, and football, while wildly popular in the collegiate ranks, remained something of a mystery at the professional level.


  That’s when George Halas stepped in. He had created a pro team of his own based in downstate Decatur, Illinois; the team was dubbed the “Staleys” in honor of the food processing company—the Staley Company—based in Decatur. Halas had an agreement with the owner that he would play one season in that city as the Staleys, then move the franchise to Chicago where it would eventually be known as the Bears.


  This was in line with Halas’s bold plan to create a new league that would help legitimize professional football for a still dubious public. The new league would organize franchises, set standards and rules, and provide an opportunity for this still fledgling game to grow.


  And so it came to pass that the American Professional Football Association was formed in 1920 featuring 13 teams (one dropped out after playing a single game), including two in Chicago and six in Ohio, but which did not include Green Bay.


  While these plans were formulating, the Green Bay Packers of 1920 were pretty much laying waste to their opponents as they had done the year before. The Packers posted a 9–1–1 record, outscoring their opponents 227–24. The only blemishes were a 3–3 season-opening tie with the Chicago Boosters and another frustrating loss to the Beloit Fairies (though they had beaten their nemesis, 7–0, earlier in the season).


  Lambeau knew of this new league with a new direction, and with the Packers clearly having outgrown playing cobbled-together state teams, he was intrigued and wanted his Packers to be part of it. But it wouldn’t be easy since Green Bay would be, by far, the smallest town seeking a franchise.


  After long negotiations and with the support of two of the league’s largest franchises—the Chicago Cardinals and Canton Bulldogs—as well as a push from Halas himself, Green Bay was awarded an APFA franchise on August 27, 1921, after paying a $50 fee.


  For Lambeau and Calhoun, this was the next major step for the franchise. It provided the kind of stability and notoriety that would help spread the word about the Packers, and on October 23, 1921, they played their first APFA game—beating the Minneapolis Marines, 7–6, in front of a crowd of 6,000 at Hagemeister Park.


  The new franchise held its own that first season, posting a 3–2–1 record, including a 20–0 loss to the recently relocated Chicago Staleys on November 27, 1921, in a game played in Chicago. That game would lead to the first of what would prove to be a boatload of challenges over the next few decades.


  In that matchup, the Packers, implementing a practice used by nearly every other team in the league, recruited three college players who had just completed their season at the University of Notre Dame. Lambeau never really thought much of it since he had done it in the past, it provided college players with a few extra bucks, and other teams routinely did it, too. But times had changed.


  Unknown to Lambeau, several Chicago sportswriters in attendance at the game recognized one of the Notre Dame players—a guy named Heartley “Hunk” Anderson—and they made it known to league officials.


  Notre Dame coach Knute Rockne, who in his first year at Notre Dame in 1918 had welcomed the young Curly Lambeau, was furious when he learned of what occurred and suspended the three players. APFA teams weren’t thrilled, either, and in a unanimous vote, Green Bay had its franchise revoked for the 1922 season. Ironically, the game that ignited the issue was also the first Packers meeting against this particular Chicago team that, the next season, would change its name from the Staleys to the Bears. It was the first game of a rivalry that burns white hot even today.


  But in late 1921, the Packers needed to fix their problem and they needed to fix it fast. Teams faded away and were forgotten in this already mercurial league for less than what the Packers had done. Lambeau took responsibility, apologized, and asked that the team franchise be reinstated.


  Lambeau applied twice, and after pleading his case to the league several times and paying the league $50 of his own money, on June 24, 1922, the Packers were reinstated as a “new” franchise. That’s not all that was new. Green Bay representatives filed for the new franchise as the Green Bay Athletic Club and identified it as the Green Bay Blues. The following season they were once again back to being the Packers, since that’s what everyone in the league knew them as anyway.


  That 1922 season also saw the APFA renamed as the National Football League, and the number of teams swelled to 18. The Packers started slow, going 0–3–2 to begin the season, but they won four of their last five games (tying the other) and finished in the middle of the pack.


  The first disaster was solved. Others would follow.


  THE FIRST RIVALRY


  The Green Bay Packers and Chicago Bears are inextricably linked in so many ways. It was Bears founder George Halas who fought for the Packers’ admittance into the APFA. It was Halas who helped welcome the Packers back from possible disaster in 1921 when they were kicked out of the league for using illegal players. In later years, when the Packers were in danger of folding or needed support for a new stadium or—get this—received advice on a new, unknown potential head coach named Lombardi, Halas was always around to help.


  It wasn’t so much that he loved what Curly Lambeau was doing. Rather, it was that he understood, perhaps in a way no one who wasn’t part of that time could understand, that the Bears needed the Packers almost as much as the Packers needed the Bears.


  He saw, as did Lambeau and coaches and players who would follow for both teams, that this was a rivalry from the first minute the two teams stepped on the same field in 1921.


  Indeed, it started in that 1921 game in Chicago when the Packers were caught using three college players—even though there was no evidence that any of those players even took the field.


  The Bears weren’t yet the Bears that year. They had recently moved up from their original home in Decatur, Illinois, and would be known as the “Staleys” for that debut season in Chicago.


  In that game, won by Chicago 20–0, the first seeds of one of professional sports’ best and nastiest rivalries were sown. On one play, Chicago’s John “Tarzan” Taylor hit Packers star lineman Howard “Cub” Buck in the face and broke his nose. Taylor had truly taken a big chance since he stood just 5 feet 11 and weighed 175 pounds, while Buck was considered a monster in those days, standing 6 feet 3 and weighing 250 pounds.


  But instead of retaliating, Buck lectured Taylor, saying, “You are supposed to be a college graduate and a gentleman, you know.”


  That was the first salvo in this rivalry that has spanned more than a century. And it continues today. Through 2024, the Packers and Bears have played each other in every season but one (1922). That’s been 208 meetings, the longest rivalry in NFL history.


  Overall, the Packers lead the series 108 to 96 with six ties. At one stretch from 1985 to 1992, the Bears won 13 of 15 meetings. And since 2018, the Packers have won 20 of 23 meetings with their ancient rivals.


  But the rivalry still sizzles. Over the decades, both teams have had their high points as well as their disastrous stretches. They have played each other in meaningless games and they have played each other for the right to go to the Super Bowl. There has been controversy and cheap shots and enough angry taunts to fill a library. In short, nothing has changed between the Packers and Bears in 10 decades.


  THE FIRST TEAM PRESIDENT


  As successful as those early years were for the Packers on the field, it was a depressingly different story in terms of the financial ledger. It certainly started with the fact that the Packers resided in the smallest town in the NFL. It was undoubtedly an accomplishment that community leaders and the population rallied around the franchise, but the facts were the facts—a smaller population meant fewer fans and less money generated to keep the team solvent.


  Every home game, and every dollar generated by those home games, mattered. And the fact that Green Bay played first in a less-than-adequate Hagemeister Park and then Bellevue Park, originally built as a minor league baseball facility, and then built City Stadium in 1925, did not solve the financial issues.


  In 1922, an already stressful season for the Packers, several incidents happened that not only threatened the Packers’ future but also solidified it.


  The Packers already had to shell out money to be reinstated into the NFL after having been tossed out for the year due to using illegal players.


  Once they returned, the fates seemed to continue to work against them. In a November game scheduled against the Columbus (Ohio) Panhandlers, 12 straight hours of rain threatened to cancel a home contest the Packers could not afford to lose. But an insurance policy stated that if bad weather held down the crowd, the team could recover its financial losses. So, the game was played to a sparse crowd, and when the Packers went to claim their insurance, it was determined the amount of rain that fell was .01 inches short of having the policy activated. The Packers lost thousands of dollars at exactly the worst time.


  Afterward, a collection of Packers officials met at the Green Bay Press-Gazette building, and Andrew Turnbull, founder and owner of the newspaper, happened to stop in.


  When told how close the team was to bankruptcy, he made a bold promise to rally the local community to keep the team solvent. His idea was to organize a stock sale in which the community could purchase an interest in the team. It would convert the Packers into a publicly owned, nonprofit team, and the purchase of stock, which would not pay any dividends, would nonetheless keep the team above water. It was a stunning suggestion and it worked. The stock sale generated $5,500, and the Packers lived to fight another day.


  The next season, a local group of five prominent Green Bay businessmen led by Turnbull and including Lambeau, Dr. W. Webber Kelly, Gerald Clifford, and Lee Joannes was formed. The group’s sole purpose was to find the money to keep the Packers going and, more important, to put the franchise on the road to long-term solvency.


  They were dubbed “The Hungry Five,” a moniker that was given to them, depending on the source, by either Milwaukee Journal sportswriter Oliver Kuechle or the Chicago Tribune’s Arch Ward. Whoever it was, the five men comprising the committee were perhaps the key figures in keeping the Packers in Green Bay.


  That same year, Turnbull was elected the first president of this new publicly owned franchise. He held the position until 1928, then took a spot on the team’s board of directors until 1949. Turnbull also represented the Packers in league meetings and, in 1926, helped rewrite the NFL constitution and bylaws. He was also appointed to the league’s executive committee.


  “Andrew Turnbull was probably the most important person, next to Curly Lambeau, for ensuring the survival of the Green Bay Packers,” team historian Cliff Christl said.


  Since 1922, the concept of stock sales has been one of the longest-lasting, and most endearing, aspects of the Packers story.


  With revenue sharing and a massive fan base, the Packers don’t face the financial issues they once did. There have been six stock sales over the years, with the last coming in 2021 at a price of $300 per share.


  THE FIRST DRAFT CHOICE


  Today, the NFL Draft is a televised extravaganza. The actual draft is a three-day spectacle in which every player, even those with next to no chance of making the team, are scrutinized and analyzed and characterized. But the draft is more than that these days. Current college stars represent the next generation of NFL players, and making the right choice in the right spot can make the difference between a Super Bowl contender and a coach getting fired. Picks are dissected and prioritized, and before a drafted player even sets foot on the practice field, social media has an opinion.


  But it wasn’t always that way.


  In fact, until 1935, when NFL owners adopted a plan to create a college football draft, players were free to sign with whatever team they wanted so long as the price was right. Often that meant the best teams got the best players because they had the prestige, they drew the biggest crowds, and they had more money to spend.


  Bert Bell, the owner of the Philadelphia Eagles in those days, came up with the idea of a draft with the unique thought of letting teams with the poorest records pick higher so as to help (theoretically, at least) create a balance of quality throughout the league.


  So, on February 8, 1936, the NFL held its first college player draft at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Philadelphia. It consisted of nine rounds, then increased to 10 in 1937 and expanded even further, to 20 rounds, in 1939.


  For the record, the first player ever selected in the new draft was Heisman Trophy winner and University of Chicago halfback Jay Berwanger, selected by the Philadelphia Eagles, who never played a down in the NFL. The Eagles quickly traded his rights to the Chicago Bears, and when Berwanger and Bears owner/coach George Halas couldn’t agree on a salary, Berwanger walked away. He spent his career working first at a Chicago rubber company and as an assistant football coach at the University of Chicago, then later worked building plastic cars.


  As for the Packers, their first-ever pick, and the seventh overall, was rugged Russ Letlow, a 6-feet-1, 215-pound guard/tackle from the University of San Francisco. Ironically, in a throwback to the wild days prior to the draft, Letlow told Curly Lambeau after being selected that he had already signed to play with the Chicago Cardinals. But, in typical Lambeau fashion, Letlow relayed in a 1977 interview that Lambeau told him, “‘Yeah, that would never stand up.’ And, sure enough, later I got a telegram from Milan Creighton, the Cardinals’ coach, saying I had been released and one from Lambeau the next day saying I was signed up.”


  Letlow would go on to a superb career anchoring the Packers’ offensive line and was part of a team renaissance. The season before he was drafted, Green Bay had posted an 8–4 record, finishing second to the Detroit Lions in the Western Division. It was the fourth straight year the Packers had missed the playoffs.


  But in 1936, Letlow’s first season, the Packers went 10–1–1 and defeated the Boston Redskins for their first “official” NFL championship. From 1929 to 1931, Green Bay had finished first in the league, but there was no actual championship game played; the title went simply to the team with the best record.


  With Letlow in the trenches, the Packers won another league title in 1939 and reached championship games in 1938 and 1941. From 1942 to 1945, Letlow served in the U.S. Navy during World War II, then returned for one more season in 1946 before retiring.


  Letlow would go on to be named to the NFL’s 1930s All-Decade Team as well as All-Pro in 1938. He was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 1972 but remains one of 10 players named to the 1930s All-Decade team who is not a member of the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


  THE FIRST CHAMPIONSHIP


  Technically, this is where it all started. The memories, the stories, the legends, the myths, everything. Through 2024, the Green Bay Packers have won 13 NFL titles—which remains the most in league history. Little Green Bay, up north there somewhere, the league’s spunky little franchise that never should have survived a year much less more than 100 years, remains this great story that can never be repeated in any professional sport.


  “It’s just a cool story,” said David Maraniss, the Pulitzer Prize–winning author who wrote When Pride Still Mattered: A Life of Vince Lombardi in 1999, which remains one of the definitive books on those powerful Packers teams of the 1960s.


  But that myth had to start somewhere, and the Packers
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