


HEAD COACH

The Candidates

Earl “Curly” Lambeau

Vince Lombardi

Mike Holmgren

There was a now infamous poll conducted by the Milwaukee Journal in 1990 asking readers, and by extension Packers fans, who they believed was the best coach in team history.

And the winner in that long-ago poll? Lindy Infante.

Yes, Lindy Infante.

Perhaps that result shows how important winning was to Packers fans—especially in those days when winning was as rare as palm trees in Lambeau Field.

Lindy Infante, for all of you who have forgotten, was the Packers’ head coach for four seasons, from 1988 to 1991. He had one winning season and no trips to the playoﬀs.

But that one season was indeed something special. Full of last-second comebacks and thrilling rallies, it was the season of the “Instant Replay” game when a last-second game-winning touchdown pass from Don Majkowski to Sterling Sharpe, at first negated by a penalty, was reversed by replay officials and led to a win over the hated Chicago Bears. To this day, the Bears media guide places an asterisk next to that result and Packers fans, on cue, say “Upon further review, the Bears still suck.”

The Packers posted a 10–6 record in that 1989 season and, though they still missed the playoﬀs, 10 wins were enough for desperate Packers fans to cling to and to label Infante as the savior. Thus, in this rather less-than-scientific poll, they ignored Curly Lambeau and they brushed aside Vince Lombardi and they hailed Infante as the franchise’s greatest coach in history.

Fortunately, most Packers fans look upon that ancient statement of faith as a bout of temporary insanity brought on by a promising, but short-lived, excursion back to the promised land.

Great coaches, especially for a franchise as popular as the Packers, are great all the time—not for one season. They set a tone, a standard, a way their players play the game that has their fingerprints all over it.

They attain success and they maintain it through all circumstances—whether it’s injuries or bad luck or circumstances that are sometimes within their control, but often are not.

So it is with our three candidates for the man who will coach our all-star team. Lindy Infante, sadly, did not make the cut.

Still, let’s briefly go back to his mostly forgettable four-year tenure with the Packers because it is critical to what happened before his arrival and what would happen in the future.

Now, Packers fans back in the late 1980s did not live in a vacuum, but they did live in a time when the words “success” and “Packers” did not reside in the same sentence. Indeed, it had been an awful time to root for the team. Mediocrity hung over the franchise like a fog, penetrating everything and everyone.

Since the Packers had last won a world title, 20 very long seasons before, it had been almost abject disappointment for the once proud franchise. Indeed, the image of the legendary Vince Lombardi being carried oﬀ the Orange Bowl field, after his Packers had beaten the Oakland Raiders in the second Super Bowl, seemed almost like a dream to most Packers fans.

An ailing and exhausted Lombardi had stepped away as head coach prior to the 1968 season, and since then four coaches had managed to generate just three winning seasons and two playoﬀ berths.

In the meantime, playing in Green Bay meant playing in cold mediocrity. In fact, several players, most famously future Packer Reggie White, relayed how coaches of other teams threatened players who weren’t performing with a trade to Green Bay.

Phil Bengtson, Lombardi’s loyal defensive coordinator and heir apparent, was saddled with a broken and aging team and managed a 20-21-1 record in three seasons. Not bad anywhere else but thoroughly unacceptable in Green Bay.

Dan Devine came to the Packers from the storied University of Notre Dame and lasted four seasons, finishing with a 25-27-2 mark that included one playoﬀ berth. He headed back to the college ranks.

Legendary Packers quarterback Bart Starr took over after that and lasted a remarkable eight seasons despite a 52-76-3 mark that featured one playoﬀ trip.

But it was already becoming something less than a badge of honor to play for the Packers. In fact, in 1980, when the Packers drafted Penn State defensive tackle Bruce Clark, a player the Packers knew could fill a major void on defense and who would likely be penciled in as a starter right away, Clark did the unthinkable.

Instead of going on to fame and fortune in the NFL, Clark signed with the Toronto Argonauts of the Canadian Football League. It was a slap in the face not only to the NFL, but especially to the Packers—another sign that players would play anywhere other than Green Bay.

“No one goes to Canada to play,” Packers quarterback Lynn Dickey recalled in a story in the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. “But he did.”

But the Packers absorbed the embarrassment and moved on. Clark played two seasons in Canada, then signed with the New Orleans Saints (who surrendered a first-round draft pick to the Packers in exchange) and later the Kansas City Chiefs. He played 10 seasons and never regretted his decision to escape Green Bay.

Another Packer from the pantheon, Hall of Fame tackle Forrest Gregg, came in next and left after four seasons with a 25-37-1 mark. Worse, he built a Packers team known for its raucous, undisciplined play. It was a team of misfits and under-achievers whose names appeared as often in the police blotter as the sports pages.

If there was a rock bottom in the history of the Green Bay Packers, the Gregg era may well have been it. Not only was the franchise considered a joke by the rest of the NFL, worst of all, it was considered irrelevant.

So when a guy named Lindy Infante, who had performed well as oﬀensive coordinator of the Cleveland Browns, was hired as the team’s latest head coach in 1988, not much was expected.

In fact, Infante wasn’t even the Packers’ first choice, moving up the ladder when their chosen candidate, Michigan State head coach George Perles, first agreed to a deal with Green Bay and then backed out at the last minute.

Into the breach stepped Infante, who had longed to be a head coach and would view the Packers position as the opportunity of a lifetime.

But Infante had no better success his first year than any of those coaches who preceded him. The Packers slogged to a 4–12 record, notable mostly for the fact that they went through four field goal kickers and never did find one who could do the job.

But in 1989 everything changed. These Packers played with abandon and joy and a healthy dose of good fortune. Under Infante’s leadership, and the play of a swashbuckling quarterback named Don Majkowski, Green Bay won 10 games for the first time since 1972 and though they missed the playoﬀs, fans were giddy with excitement and anticipation for what the future might hold.

But it didn’t last. Seeing his value to the team, Majkowski decided to hold out of training camp the following season, awaiting a better contract. He finally ended his holdout but the damage had been done.

Majkowski was awful, then injured, and a cast of quarterbacks including Anthony Dilweg and Blair Kiel tried to fill in with little success. A 6–10 season resulted and the next year, it was a 4–12 monstrosity.

By that stage, long-suffering team president Bob Harlan, who had held various jobs with the team over 20 years and had yearned for the day his Packers would turn the corner, had finally had enough.

He hired former New York Jets executive Ron Wolf to take over as general manager and gave him the awesome responsibilities not offered to a Packers GM since Vince Lombardi.

“Do what you need to do,” Harlan told Wolf. “But fix this.”

That was 1992.

And much has changed.

But let’s be clear. In the long and sometimes storied history of Packers head coaches, there are really only three who merit consideration as candidates for the best of all time.

These three changed the game, changed the fortunes of the Packers, and changed a franchise in their special way.


EARL “CURLY” LAMBEAU

Simply put, Lambeau is the reason Green Bay is an NFL city. It probably never should have happened and in another time and another circumstance, it probably would not have.

But it did. And Green Bay continues to be a flagship NFL franchise, with fans across the globe and a reputation that goes far beyond what occurs on the football field.

It was the smallest city in the American Professional Football Association when it joined that league in 1921, and it remains the smallest city today in an NFL that boasts two teams in New York and Los Angeles as well as high-profile franchises in Dallas, Chicago, Houston, Philadelphia, and nearly every other metropolis in America.

Lambeau was a terrific player for the early Packers, playing halfback in the vaunted single-wing offense. But he was crucial not only in the team’s formation, but in keeping it alive in the early days when the team struggled financially.

Lambeau was more than a player and more than a coach—he was a shrewd marketer, a solid businessman, and an excellent judge of football talent. And, of course, when he took over as head coach, he helped expand and revolutionize the game.
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For example, along with a few other pioneers of the era, he understood how important the forward pass would become to the game. And he used it with often devastating results.

He coached the Packers for their first 30 years and they were three decades in which the Packers saw everything—reaching the pinnacle of success and winning championships, and later being nearly driven out of business and needing mass public support and infusions of cash to stay alive.

Still, his teams would revolutionize football and were at the forefront of innovation, developing the passing game and designing the first pass patterns.

He was Green Bay’s first general manager and he brought in players like Hall of Famers Don Hutson, Johnny McNally, and Clarke Hinkle. His teams were the first to fly to away games, and he learned early that training camps were important to get his teams ready for a season.

From 1920 (when Lambeau officially became player/coach), his Packers won six championships and they experienced just three losing seasons, two coming in his final two years with the team when the relationship between Lambeau and the Packers’ board of directors had shattered beyond repair.

But when it all ended after the 1949 season, Lambeau had long ago established himself as an NFL icon. His 209 wins as Packers coach will never be touched and will always be inextricably linked to his influence on the game.

Still, all good things end. And so it was with Lambeau and his relationship with the Packers organization.

He was innovative and smart and driven; no one could deny that. Lambeau had turned the Packers into a powerhouse of the fledgling NFL and put little Green Bay on the professional sports map.

And because he had done it all, and more, Lambeau developed a reputation among many of his players as egotistical and stubborn. These were descriptions Lambeau did nothing to refute.

One of his early stars, back Clarke Hinkle, said it simply on Packers.com: “I never liked him and I never really respected him either. But he was paying me and I gave him a thousand percent every time I played football for him.”

And, in truth, that’s all Lambeau demanded.

But the issues grew deeper as the years went by. It had been decided early on in the franchise’s creation that the Packers would be run by an executive committee with the power to oversee the financial health of the team. Personnel issues? That was the job of the general manager, and the general manager was Lambeau.

And for years, the Packers thrived on the field. But after they beat the New York Giants for the 1944 NFL championship, signs of trouble began to show up.

Subpar (but still winning) seasons were recorded over the next three years, which was cause enough for concern. But Lam-beau was making decisions that puzzled and at times infuriated the Packers’ increasingly uncomfortable board of directors.

For example, in 1946 he convinced the executive committee to spend $25,000 on the infamous Rockwood Lodge, a getaway 17 miles outside Green Bay that Lambeau believed would provide players with a chance to train and regroup away from the prying eyes of Packers fans.

Instead, Packers officials saw it as a way for Lambeau to get away from having to answer their questions. Worse, it alienated Packers fans, who viewed it as a way for players to separate from the fans who had been so loyal over the years.

On the personal front, Lambeau had gone through a very public and very nasty divorce from his first wife and was now remarried and spending more time in California with his new wife than in Green Bay.

Meanwhile, the performance on the field continued to spiral out of control. A 3–9 record in 1948 was the worst in the proud franchise’s history until 1949, when they fell to 2–10.

Early that season, Lambeau relinquished full-time control as head coach to a trio of assistant coaches so he could concentrate on his GM duties. But the triumvirate of Bob Snyder, Tom Stidham, and Charley Brock made little difference.

The proverbial handwriting was on the wall for the Packers and the franchise’s founding father.

Offered a new two-year contract after the 1949 season, Lambeau delayed signing it. Finally on January 30, 1950, citing “dangerous disunity of purpose within the corporation,” Lambeau resigned and accepted the position of vice president and head coach of the Chicago Cardinals.

It was over. The Green Bay native who brought professional football to the little city, kept it there, and, oh yes, built a power-house, was out—jumping from the plane before he was pushed, though just barely.

But Green Bay never forgot Curly Lambeau and Curly Lambeau never forgot Green Bay. Two miserable seasons with the Cardinals led to his dismissal, and they were followed by two more awful seasons as head coach of the Washington Red-skins, where he was also fired.

Lambeau stepped away from coaching after that but maintained relationships in the Green Bay area. On June 1, 1965, he was at his summer home in Sturgeon Bay, a holiday enclave north of Green Bay, when he suffered a heart attack and died at age 67.

If Lambeau’s fortunes as a head coach had swooned after leaving the Packers, the Packers had fared no better since Lam-beau left.

Since his last season in Green Bay in 1949, six coaches over nine seasons had failed to produce a winning season. A new guy, a former offensive coordinator of the New York Giants named Vince Lombardi, had taken over in 1959 and turned the Packers’ fortunes around, going to three straight NFL title games and winning the last two, in 1961 and 1962.

Now it was the opening game of the 1965 season (the Packers would beat the Cleveland Browns to win another title at the end of that season, too), and it was time to let bygones be bygones.

In honor of everything Lambeau had done for the Packers, it was decided that City Stadium would be renamed Lambeau Field. And while Lombardi was publicly in favor of the decision, deep down he seethed. He saw Lambeau as a womanizer whose runaway ego had shattered the franchise for years.

But Lambeau Field still stands, perhaps one of the most recognizable sports venues in the world.

And Lambeau would look on and smile.

Lambeau was named to the NFL’s All-Decade Team for the 1920s and was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1963.

And at his induction ceremony, his great rival, George Halas of the Chicago Bears, paid Lambeau the ultimate compliment.

“He was such a great builder in our league,” Halas said. “Without him, pro football simply wouldn’t exist as it does now.”



VINCE LOMBARDI

What is there left to say about this man? Dozens of books have been written about him and his approach to football and life. A play has been written about him. There is a statue of him at
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AND THE WINNER IS…









COACHES WHO DID NOT MAKE THE CUT












AFTERWORD

by Jerry Kramer

I have been involved with the Green Bay Packers organization for more than 60 years. When I say that out loud, it’s almost impossible to believe, but there it is. I came to the Packers as a green, naïve kid, a fourth-round draft pick [out of the University of Idaho] in 1958 for a team that was the worst in the NFL. And ever since, I have remained close to this remarkable franchise, experiencing the kind of incredible times a kid from a small town in Montana never had a right to expect.

And over the decades—playing in memorable games involving unforgettable teammates and coaches—being a part of the Green Bay Packers has made me what I am and, perhaps more important, who I am.

I think about that often. I thought I’d probably be remembered for a couple of years after I retired and go back to Idaho and go into the logging business and drift off into the mists of time. Because, generally, linemen don’t get remembered. It’s stunning, really, because my beginnings were pretty modest and coming from a town of 252 people, just going to college was a huge thrill for me. That was the biggest thing that had happened in my life.

So it almost seemed like fate that things happened the way they did with me ending up with the Packers. It’s like someone else was in control. I remember I received nine letters from NFL teams and they were all addressed to “Dear Player.” But Jerry Vainisi, the Packers personnel guy at the time, had a sawmill supervisor from Potlatch, Idaho, which is a few miles down the road from where I went to college, scout me. So the only guy who scouted me was the head of a sawmill.

I remember my college coach told me I wouldn’t make the Packers team. It wasn’t a maybe, it was, you’re not going to make the team because they had five returning guards. But he told me not to worry about it, that I’d probably just be traded and I could play for somebody in the NFL.

So when I got to Green Bay, I was just waiting to be traded. I remember [head coach] Scooter McLean called me over after one practice and said, “What’s the matter with you? You’re looking over the fences and not paying attention.” I said, “I’m waiting to be traded.” And he said, “I didn’t get you to trade you. Get with it, you’re starting Friday night.”

They traded two of those guards who ended up starting for the New York Giants and then in 1959 Vince Lombardi came along and changed my life. He was extremely important for me. He chewed my ass unmercifully on the field. I remember one practice in training camp, I missed a block and an assignment and he came running across the field and he came up to my nose and screamed, “College kids have an attention span of five minutes, high school is three minutes, elementary kids are one minute and kindergartners have 30 seconds. So where does that put you?”

This was like my second season with Lombardi and I thought, I’m never going to be able to play for this guy. Maybe it was time to do something else. I told this story often [including earlier in this book] but it has stayed with me forever and it’s important. I was sitting in the locker room after that practice for maybe 40 minutes. I was lower than quail s---. But Lombardi came over, rubbed my head, slapped me on the back and said, “Son, one of these days you’re going to be one of the best guards in football.” And an incredible warmth came into my chest. It was like a conversion. If he could believe in me, I could believe in me. I decided I’m going to give it everything I can to be the best and that’s the first time it occurred to me. It was an incredible moment for me. It impacted my life. It impacted damn near everything I did.

He worked us so hard, but I was not impressed with him when I first saw him. But I remember there was a scout from the St. Louis Cardinals at one of our practices and he said, “I’ve been in the NFL for 25 years and I’ve never seen guys worked as hard as you guys are. If we did this in St. Louis, half the guys would be dead and half would quit.” But that’s what made him special. There was an energy source there I had never experienced before. It wasn’t physical and it wasn’t mental. It was emotional.

I remember when I first threw in with Lombardi. It was the championship game against Philly in 1960 [the Packers lost 17–13 and were stopped just yards from a winning touchdown when time ran out]. It was so frustrating to be that close, knowing you could run the ball and knowing you could score. I remember Coach didn’t come into the locker room for maybe 15 minutes after the game. He finally comes in and he gets on a trunk and he says, “This year, we played in the championship; next year, we win the championship game.” And I’m thinking, “By God he’s right.” If we play with what he preaches—consistency and discipline—we will. I threw in with him 100 percent at that point. And after that we were dominating teams. We believed in ourselves. We knew we were good and we should be good.

Those guys I played with, they were special. Every one of them believed in what we were doing. There are fewer and fewer of us these days and just in the last few months Forrest Gregg, Jim Taylor and, of course, Bart Starr have left us. I miss those guys.

I remember I didn’t really believe Bart had what it took to be a great quarterback when he first came in the league. But he proved me wrong. I always thought we could win when he was quarterback. He had that ability to make everyone believe in him.

Those Packers teams helped change the NFL. They came around at the perfect time in this country. Pro football was really gaining popularity and the Packers were the kind of team America grew to love—or at least admire. A bit of it is the size of the city. It’s the smallest city in the NFL by a signifi-cant margin. But this small city was able to overcome the New York Giants and Los Angeles Rams and Dallas Cowboys. And Coach Lombardi established a set of ethics that a lot of people followed: You don’t do things right once in a while, you do it all the time. That made a difference with a lot of people.

And Green Bay fans, they’re absolutely the top fans in the world. I remember my last game in Green Bay [in 1968]. We’re playing Baltimore and we’re down 16–3 with like four and a half minutes to go. And we start moving the ball right down the field and then we fumbled. It’s a minute and ten seconds left to play and I walk off the field and I say, “It’s all over. We’re done. We’re not going to the playoffs. An era is over.” I come off the field and there is a smattering of applause from the crowd and I’m thinking, “It’s over, we lost.” But more and more people stand up and gave us a five-minute standing ovation. And then I thought, “They know it’s over and they understand.” It was a thank-you for so many wonderful years. That impressed me. It made me understand Packers fans a lot better. Their intelligence, their understanding of the game. It’s pretty special.

It’s been more than 60 years since I first stepped on the field in Green Bay. In some ways it feels like just yesterday. I guess I’ve evolved into something of a professional Packer over the years and I’ve been happy to do it. Whether it’s a conference or a golf tournament or a fishing outing, Packers fans who weren’t even alive when I played want to hear about the old days. There’s still something special about those teams from so long ago that resonates with fans.

And as much as I enjoy talking about it, it’s the present and the future of the Packers that matter most. I enjoy mingling with the new players each year and I watch as they learn and understand the history of a franchise that, very likely, will never be seen again. I also know that as long as there are fans like those in Green Bay and a commitment to excellence, the Packers will always command a special place in the NFL.

I was so lucky to play when I did and for the team I played with. I played with giants and I was coached by a legend and I hope that I have been able to provide a glimpse of just what that was like. Being a Green Bay Packer has been the highlight of my life and, every day, I realize how special that is.

Jerry Kramer played for the Green Bay Packers from 1958 to 1968 and was a member of five NFL Championship teams. He was a five-time All-Pro and three-time Pro Bowler, a member of the NFL 1960s All-Decade Team and was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 1975. Long considered one the greatest players to never earn a spot in the Pro Football Hall of Fame, Kramer finally won induction in 2018 through the Seniors Committee. With his induction, there are now 25 Packers (including coach Vince Lombardi and general manager Ron Wolf) in the Hall of Fame.






THE GREEN BAY PACKERS ALL-TIME ALL-STAR TEAM

Head coach: Vince Lombardi

OFFENSE

Quarterback: Aaron Rodgers

Fullback: Jim Taylor

Halfback: Ahman Green

Tackles: Forrest Gregg, David Bakhtiari

Guards: Jerry Kramer, Gale Gillingham

Center: Jim Ringo

Tight end: Paul Coffman

Wide receivers: Sterling Sharpe, Don Hutson, James Lofton

Kicker: Ryan Longwell

Kick returner: Desmond Howard

DEFENSE

Defensive ends: Reggie White, Willie Davis

Defensive tackles: Henry Jordan, Cal Hubbard

Linebackers: Ray Nitschke, Dave Robinson, Clay Matthews

Cornerbacks: Herb Adderley, Charles Woodson

Safeties: Willie Wood, LeRoy Butler

Punter: Craig Hentrich






SOURCE NOTES

As any Green Bay Packers fan knows, there is no shortage of information regarding their favorite team. There are websites and books and magazines and newsletters that provide anything and everything that could possibly be needed when it comes to learning about the Packers, their players, and their history. And because of the specific nature of this book—in other words, selecting the best players at each position—I focused on some very specific source material to provide as much information as possible. Some of it is common knowledge to Packers fans but, hopefully, there’s enough new material to raise the eyebrows of even the most die-hard fan.

In terms of online referencing, it was best to go straight to the ideal source, and that would be Packers.com and team historian Cliff Christl. His stories about players, especially the old-timers, were invaluable. Other web-sites I used include JSOnline.com and ESPN.com.

As far as other publications, I have used several of the books I’ve written on the Packers in the past. They include:

Game of My Life: Memorable Stories of Packers Football. Champaign, IL: Sports Publishing, 2004.

Green Bay Packers: Yesterday and Today. Lincolnwood, IL: Publications International, 2009.

Green Bay Packers: Where Have You Gone? New York: Sports Publishing, 2015.

Tales from the Green Bay Packers Sidelines. New York: Sports Publishing, 2015.

Facing the Green Bay Packers. New York: Sports Publishing, 2016.

Ice Bowl ’67: The Packers, The Cowboys, and the Game That Changed the NFL. New York: Sports Publishing, 2017.

All other sourcing has been credited in the book when needed.
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This is the 12th book I’ve written on the Green Bay Packers, dating back to 1996. In that time, I have written about individual seasons, about Packers fans, and about players many fans will never forget as well as players who haven’t been thought about in years.


For me it’s been fun and educational, and I’ve enjoyed every syllable I’ve written on this unique franchise.


This project was a little different and easily the most subjective one I’ve written about the Packers. Creating an all-star team for a franchise featuring so many great players wasn’t easy and over the course of writing this, I made many, many changes. But even in its final form, this team will not be greeted with universal acclamation, and that’s fine. Disagreement makes life interesting, and I will let this work stand for itself.


I would like to thank Niels Aaboe at Lyons Press for the opportunity to write the book. As well, I’d like to thank my colleague at Albion College, John Perney, for editing the final draft and correcting the infuriating mistakes that seem to crop up when my brain writes faster than my fingers. And I’d like to thank the Green Bay Packers for their continued assistance. None of this happens without them.


So I hope you enjoy the final product. And whether you agree or not with the team that unfolds here, it’s most important to remember the incredible wealth of talent this franchise has produced over the years in a little place like Green Bay, Wisconsin.


The Green Bay Packers saga remains an improbable story that, in another time and another place, probably never could have been written. But the great teams and players and seasons demonstrate that, 100 years later, it’s a story that can never be forgotten.
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