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Baseball is what we were.
Football is what we have become.

—Mary McGrory







Introduction

Let the Games Begin

For a brief moment on Super Sunday inside the University of Phoenix Stadium, time stood still.

The game clock high above the field in the rafters near the retractable roof stopped with just one second on it. New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick either didn’t notice or didn’t care; he came out to congratulate Giants coach Tom Coughlin and then disappeared. Football’s ultimate celebration had started. Sort of.

But like teachers caught in the middle of a cafeteria food fight, the referees had to stop it. Rules are rules—the game wasn’t over. With that single second remaining on the clock, Eli Manning would have to take a knee once more. Then and only then would the greatest upset in Super Bowl history be complete. Better than anyone else, Giants fans understood the reason to play out that last tick of the clock. Thirty years ago,in one of the most preposterous moments in sports history, they lost a game when their quarterback fumbled the ball with just a tick on the clock. No, they’d play it out.

And yet this awkward moment was somehow perfect. It provided a rare moment of reflection. It was almost as if the game itself were trying to shake us and say, “Pay attention. You’ll want to remember where you are right now so you can tell your grandchildren about it.” For the less sentimental, it still provided an all-too-rare moment of unity. It was a perfect turn-of-the-millennium moment: 100 million Americans squinting at the television, scratching their heads, and saying “Huh?” in unison.

But the moment didn’t last long. The referees restored order. The players got back on the field. The ball was snapped, and Celebration 2.0 began.


If this was the end of Super Bowl XLII, let’s rewind almost a year to the minute to the beginning, or at least a beginning—to Miami and the end of Super Bowl XLI. The raindrops were glistening like a swarm of fireflies in the lights above Dolphin Stadium, but they’d also driven half of the fans in the most coveted seats in sports to take cover, leaving the hard core huddled under garbage bags. It was the same story where I was sitting, in the press section, the now-unattended TV monitors bleating to no one in particular and sodden press releases sitting in puddles on now-empty makeshift Formica desks.

It was a moment of dreams waxing and waning. Colts fans had been waiting for this for thirty-eight years, since Johnny Unitas was the quarterback and the team called Baltimore home. Peyton Manning and his dad and his brother had been waiting for this for two generations, a family of quarterbacks hoping to finally end a season with a win that meant something. Bears fans, still channeling Walter Payton and William “Refrigerator” Perry, were hoping against hope for a miracle, but for them, the clock was their enemy. Mine too, as I hustled down from the press box to field level for the postgame interviews.

As I shoved my iBook and my commemorative seat cushion into my black Targus backpack, I spied the sparkly silver band on the handle. It was one of those security tags. The band had been affixed by a smiling security guard earlier that afternoon after my laptop passed muster with a metal detector, an X-ray machine, and a bomb-sniffing dog, who lingered awhile, perhaps catching a whiff of the many hero sandwiches that have ridden shotgun next to my laptop. In one way, this tag was a symbol of the sometimes dangerous world in which we live. In another, it carried a message. Just above the NFL logo was the Super Bowl’s official motto: “One Game, One Dream.”

As mottos go, it’s actually a pretty good one (better than “The Road to Forty,” the motto of Super Bowl XL). But while it’s catchy—so catchy that the 2008 Beijing Olympics adopted “One World, One Dream” as its catchphrase—it’s also wrong.

The Super Bowl is anything but one game. It’s the championship of America’s Game. It’s the world’s biggest single-day sporting event. It’s an unofficial national holiday. It’s a billion-dollar economic engine that’s bigger than the GDP of many nations. It’s an opportunity for a couple of hours of unity in an increasingly fragmented world. It’s America’s most widely watched live television broadcast. It is an unrivaled marketing opportunity. It’s the world’s biggest party.

And more.

Most of all it’s the vessel for an even greater multitude of dreams, from the winning cornerback to the college kid making a few extra bucks as the night watchman for a display of Super Bowl merchandise.

This is the story of all of those games and all of those dreams.

It’s a story that starts with an innocent phone call to the enfant terrible of modern architecture and ends with that second hanging precariously on the scoreboard. It chronicles months and even years of intense preparation, moments of behind-the-scenes panic, and the strange web of connections that runs through an enterprise this enormous.

It’s also a story that’s never been told before.

And it’s a story that’s best told by picking a few of the key elements of this extravaganza, and exploring them in painstaking detail. Over the course of more than a year of reporting, thousands of miles of travel, and hundreds of hours of interviews and observation, I was granted unprecedented behind-the-scenes access, watching the game’s movers and shakers at work, and then listening as they explained how and why a Super Bowl comes together. And in the process I learned this simple and profound truth: Most of the real heroes of a Super Bowl will never even touch a football.

During that time I came to understand what the Super Bowl is and what it is not. In polite disagreement with that security tag, I would argue instead that there are actually three Super Bowls: The Game, The Show, and The Celebration.

The Game is the first piece of the puzzle and the most obvious. Wikipedia might call it a game of American football, played eleven-on-eleven at a neutral venue between the champions of the American Football Conference and the National Football Conference for the championship of the National Football League. The cynical among us would suggest that it’s an anticlimactic and often lopsided contest played in front of a crowd of scene makers sprinkled with ordinary fans who called in favors and/or dipped into the kids’ college fund for the right to be there.

In sharing the story of The Game in its 2008 incarnation, we’ll start with a visit with one of the world’s greatest architects and the improbable story of the state-of-the-art stadium designed with the Super Bowl in mind. We’ll meet the local officials who have bet everything on the chance of getting into the Super Bowl business. We’ll meet the anonymous guy with a tiny, cluttered office on Park Avenue who on Super Bowl Sunday might be the most powerful man in sports.

Then there’s The Show. That’s the version of The Game that ends up on television, played not in front of 70,000 spectators but before 100 million or more. It’s one of the strangest broadcasts in television, a day of reversals when network executives cheer for their competition and viewers wait with bated breath for the next commercial.

We’ll go behind the scenes with the FOX Sports team, from the gregarious Australian who runs the ship to quarterback-turned-color-guy Troy Aikman to the guys in the truck who are faced with a preposterous real-time high-wire act yet make it seem almost easy. We’ll also talk to the company that has turned Super Bowl advertising into an art form.

And finally, there’s The Celebration. Over the span of four decades this game has morphed from a simple sporting event into an unofficial national holiday. Super Bowl Sunday has become an excuse for ordinary Americans to gather around the bean dip while A-list celebs party with unimaginable indulgence. We’ll show you both sides of The Celebration. We’ll get an exclusive insider’s look at the hottest party of Super Bowl week, where a spot on the guest list can sell for more than a game ticket. At the other extreme, we’ll also get down and dirty with a crew commemorating the Super Bowl by building a replica of the stadium out of canned goods.

And what powers it all? Cold hard cash. As we follow each of the story lines, we’ll follow the money as well, Woodward and Bernstein style. So sit back in your Barcalounger with the beverage of your choice. It’s time for The Billion Dollar Game to begin.




1
The Game

If You Build It …

“It all started with an innocent phone call,” says Peter Eisenman.

Wearing a navy blue cashmere sweater with a small hole, Eisenman is sitting in the sunny, unpretentious Manhattan loft space that he calls his office, perched in an old black Breuer chair, at one end of a conference table big enough for a game of platform tennis. (Just the thing for spreading out pages of blueprints, I assume.) Eisenman is one of the major figures in contemporary architecture. He is also the first of many auteurs of Super Bowl XLII.

The man on the other end of that phone call in September 1996 was Mike Rushman. Rushman is a Phoenix-based lawyer who had worked briefly with Eisenman on a proposed, and ultimately abandoned, project at the Boston Navy Yard. Now he came to the architect with a proposition.

“Are you interested in football?” Rushman asked.

“Yes,” Eisenman replied.

“Well, the Arizona Cardinals are thinking of building a new stadium. And we’re going to have a competition, with Frank Gehry and Will Bruder, who’s a local architect,” Rushman explained.

“Frank Gehry doesn’t know anything about football,” Eisenman countered.

“This season is the fiftieth anniversary of the Cardinals winning their first NFL championship, so it’s a good time to kick this thing off.”

“Yeah, I know. I saw that team play,” said Eisenman casually.

“Really?” said Rushman.

“Not only did I see that team play, I can name the starting backfield. Paul Christman, who played at Missouri. Elmer Angsman, the fullback who played at Notre Dame. Pat Harder, who played at Wisconsin. Charley Trippi, who played at Georgia. And the fifth one was …” Eisenman paused, more for effect than anything else. “Marshall Goldberg, who played at Pittsburgh.”

Unlike Frank Gehry, Peter Eisenman knew a thing or two about football.

He went on to tell Rushman how the Cardinals had gotten their name. “They were an Irish club on the South Side of Chicago, and they had no money for jerseys.” Believe it or not, a half century ago, the National Football League was just a ragtag organization that took a backseat to the big college programs of the day. How ragtag? When Jay Berwanger of The University of Chicago, winner of the very first Heisman Trophy in 1935, was selected first overall by the Chicago Bears in the first round of the first NFL draft, he decided against playing pro football and became a successful foam rubber salesman instead.

“The University of Chicago was called the Maroons,” Eisenman continued. “And they would give their hand-me-down jerseys to the local pro team. But after being washed all year, by the end of the season they were no longer maroon, they were cardinal red.”

And with that casual phone call began an odyssey that would see a sleepy desert farming town become a place where, a dozen years later, the worlds of professional sports, high finance, and mass culture would come together on a sleet-gray January Sunday for Super Bowl XLII, not only the biggest Super Bowl but also the best. For a brief shining moment at least, Glendale, Arizona, would become the center of the universe.


The truth is that Super Bowls don’t really have a beginning, or at least one single beginning. A lawyer in search of a creation myth might settle on the day when bid contracts were signed. A football fan might consider the countdown to the next Super Bowl under way when the last one ends. A guy in the street might settle on the moment when the banners go up on the light posts.

But most years, it really is impossible to pin down where a Super Bowl starts. Super Bowls intersect and overlap, building on each other in a bumpy continuum that stretches all the way back to that first game between Vince Lombardi’s Packers and Hank Stram’s Chiefs.

But Super Bowl XLII is unique in this regard. It really does have a beginning, and it harks back to that fortuitous phone call between Eisenman and Rushman. This marked the moment when Arizona entered the Super Bowl business and the very first stadium built to host a Super Bowl began taking shape. It’s no coincidence that this conversation came only a few months after Arizona first hosted the Super Bowl, at Sun Devil Stadium in Tempe in January 1996.

The buildup to that first Super Bowl was rocky, to say the least. The NFL originally awarded the Cardinals Super Bowl XXVII, which was to be played in January 1993. But a growing controversy regarding the state’s refusal to recognize Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday as a holiday intensified. Facing a broad-based boycott of the state, which included both national convention planners and entertainers such as Stevie Wonder, the NFL took action. They made the unprecedented move of pulling the Super Bowl from Arizona and moving it to the Rose Bowl. This was a most uncharacteristic action. The NFL avoids taking public stands on political issues at all costs, but once the NFL Players Association weighed in, this one couldn’t be ignored. It was only after the state reversed its position on the King holiday that Arizona got its Super Bowl, three years late.

Swamped by all this brouhaha was an important truth: The greater Phoenix area was an almost ideal Super Bowl host city. The warm, dry midwinter climate was a huge attraction, as were the many golf courses and resorts in the area. There was a reason why professional athletes including Randy Johnson, Curt Schilling, and Steve Nash would ultimately choose to play in Phoenix, and other superstars such as Kobe Bryant would seriously consider it. And the growing city had plenty of hotel rooms, restaurants, and convention facilities as well to handle the 89,000 visitors who flocked to the city during Super Bowl week. Before the game the organizers projected an economic impact of $187 million, but their final tally—$305 million—was even rosier.

But Arizona lacked one thing. The Cardinals were the only NFL team not to have its own stadium. They played in Sun Devil Stadium in Tempe, home of Arizona State’s college team. Despite several expansion projects, the forty-year-old facility was subpar even by big-time college standards, featuring backless bleachers instead of seats in some sections. It wasn’t the kind of place that would impress someone paying $5,000 a ticket for the world’s premier single-day sporting event.

Still, on balance, the first Arizona Super Bowl was a success, and the message from the NFL was clear: “You’ve got a shot at getting into the Super Bowl business, but only if you get a new stadium.”

This was easier said than done. More than anyplace else in the league, building an NFL stadium in Arizona was a gamble. The price tag of a state-of-the-art football stadium can be $400 million or more. But unlike baseball, basketball, and hockey, where that expenditure can be recouped over as many as eighty-one home games every season, an NFL stadium hosts only eight home games per year. And in the 1995 and 1996 seasons, the Cardinals’ attendance lagged at only 65 percent of capacity, despite ticket prices that were among the lowest in the league. Getting a Super Bowl every five years or so could make all the difference in that equation.

The phone call between Rushman and Eisenman set in motion a roller coaster, a procession of false starts and dead ends, political intrigue, and simple whims all moving in the direction of getting that stadium completed and fitting the last piece of Arizona’s Super Bowl puzzle. Fast-forward a dozen years and the result is something singular: a landmark stadium unlike any other and the first one ever built to host the Super Bowl.


At first it seemed almost easy. After hearing Eisenman rattle off the names of Elmer Angsman and Charley Trippi, Rushman could see the next move clearly. The next day he called back and invited Eisenman to Cincinnati, where the Cardinals were playing that weekend, to meet the Bidwill family, who owned the team. Eisenman accepted, although it meant missing the season opener for his beloved football Giants.

Peter Eisenman seems to delight in keeping people a little off balance. Just take his Web site. The home page features nothing more than the firm’s name in stark sans serif capitals, all white except for the second N, which is red, all set against an inky black background. It’s certainly sleek, but it’s also a tad sterile at the same time.

The firm’s offices are anything but, however. The building is a nondescript brick structure in the mid-twenties, just off Fifth Avenue, a part of Manhattan where the scale is more intimate and even the tallest buildings don’t top ten stories. Next door sits a shockingly large parking lot that somehow escaped a developer’s attention, and across the street is a passel of antique dealers. The small lobby has seen better days. The elevator is the size of a phone booth, seemingly built when people were smaller, and features plastic wood paneling that’s the antithesis of style. It always seems ready to stop unexpectedly between floors, and you’re thankful when it doesn’t. The building is the kind of place where you’d expect to see struggling talent agents and private eyes.

Opening onto Eisenman’s office, the cramped elevator spills onto a bright and spacious top-floor space with lofty ceilings, big windows, and an open floor plan—no cubicles here—that enhances the sense of space. But the wood floors haven’t seen a sander or a coat of finish since the Eisenhower administration, and the computers sit on metal desks that could have come from the nearby shops that sell surplus office furniture. But for the computers, the Eisenman offices hark back to the days when architects were men in white shirts and skinny ties carrying briefcases, rather than black-clad hipsters slinging messenger bags. Here, it’s clear, form follows function.

And Eisenman himself continues the contradictions. With round black-framed glasses, short-cropped graying hair, and a serious mien, he cuts a stern, almost Randian figure. If you were casting him in a movie, he might be played by Ian Holm. Favoring tailored fashions from Paul Stuart worn in a slightly rumpled, academic way, he looks every bit the part of a Yale professor, and his booming baritone is perfectly suited to the lecture hall, a living alarm clock for snoozing students. But if you keep peeling away the layers of the onion, deconstructing the deconstructionist, you’ll find something surprising at the center. At heart, he’s a sports fan first and foremost.

“My father was a Dodger fan,” he says. “In the thirties and forties, if you were a lefty, you read the P.M. [the afternoon edition of the daily newspaper], you were close to the Communist Party, and you were a Dodger fan,” he says. “No one in my house could be a Yankee fan.”

And his knowledge of football goes well beyond that old Cardinals championship team. When I tell him that I live in Montclair, New Jersey, just down the road from South Orange, where he grew up, he starts citing chapter and verse about half-century-old teams from his high school days, recalling how Montclair’s star Aubrey Lewis broke Eisenman’s brother’s leg.

“I have this photographic memory for total wacko nonsense,” he admits.

And his appetite remains undiminished. Eisenman confesses, almost sheepishly, that the night before, with pro sports having a rare dark night during baseball’s All-Star break, his wife, Cynthia, had to drag him away from watching a high school baseball game on cable.

But the center of his sports obsession is pro football. And to Eisenman, pro football means the New York Giants. He’s been a season-ticket holder for fifty years, and his first season ended with a game that was at once iconic and heartbreaking. In that 1958 NFL Championship Game the Giants lost to Johnny Unitas and the Baltimore Colts in the first sudden-death game ever played in the NFL. Many have called it The Greatest Game Ever Played.

Eisenman combines cutting-edge architecture credentials with an almost childlike love of the game. Some architects wouldn’t deign to build a stadium. Not Peter Eisenman. The University of Phoenix Stadium is the building that he was born to build.

And for most NFL teams, none of that would have mattered at all. It’s useful to think of NFL owners as one of the most exclusive—and expensive—clubs on earth, a literal billionaire boys’ club. In 2007, Forbes magazine valued the average NFL club at $957 million, and gaining control of a franchise took not only huge wealth but also significant connections, because any franchise purchase must be approved by the league’s other owners.

In most other NFL teams, if Eisenman somehow managed to get the meeting at all, he would have sat down with the vice president of operations and immediately faced tough questions about cost control as well as his reputation for designing high-concept buildings that proved impractical once constructed. They would have talked seriously, and Eisenman would have become one of the marquee names in their nationwide search. The VP would have dropped Eisenman’s name on background to a few reporters and then moved on to a blander but safer choice.

But the Arizona Cardinals are not most football teams, and that was even more the case a dozen years ago. They were a mom-and-pop operation. The Bidwill family had owned the team since 1932. The Cardinals are the oldest continuously operating professional football franchise and, along with the Chicago Bears, are one of two remaining charter teams from the founding of the NFL. Indeed, Eisenman will remind you that Bill’s brother Stormy Bidwill loaned George Halas the money to buy the Bears.

But the Cardinals were different from the other venerable franchises in the league. George Halas cut a larger-than-life figure, and the 1985 Bears were one of the great teams of all time. Pittsburgh Steelers owner Art Rooney built one of the sport’s great dynasties during the 1970s, with his Steelers winning four championships. Wellington Mara’s New York Giants won two Super Bowls, and Mara himself was widely respected throughout the league. He was famous for putting the good of the game over his own personal gain, like the time he strongly advocated for the sharing of television revenues. That move was one of the keys behind the success of the league, allowing teams in small cities such as Green Bay to compete on an even playing field with franchises in New York and Chicago, but it also cost Mara money, and likely cost his big-market Giants at least a few championships. Mention any of these old-school owners, and football fans get a warm, fuzzy feeling.

Not so with the Cardinals. At the time of the conversation between Eisenman and the Bidwills, they were one of only four NFL teams that had never been to a Super Bowl. (The Cleveland Browns, Detroit Lions, and New Orleans Saints were the others, while the expansion Jacksonville Jaguars and Houston Texans would soon join that list.) Just as important, they’d never seriously challenged for the honor. Indeed, in 1996, they hadn’t celebrated a single playoff win since 1947 (that string would be broken with a wild-card victory in 1998). Unlike teams such as the Chicago Cubs and the Boston Red Sox, who appealed to their fans as lovable losers, the Cardinals were simply losers. On ESPN.com Tom Friend pondered the franchise’s highlights:


I was sitting here trying to think of the greatest and most famous Cardinals game of all time, and it hit me: Jerry Maguire! In the movie, Rod Tidwell [played by Oscar winner Cuba Gooding Jr.] made that catch to beat the Cowboys, and the team had to show Rod the money. Come to think of it, it was just another bad Cardinals contract negotiation. It never ends, just never ends.



For the better part of half a century, the Cardinals bumped along, neither loved nor hated, mediocre at best, and often much worse than that. There was a reason why the team was focused on celebrating the anniversary of that 1947 championship: It was the team’s last.

This is what Peter Eisenman encountered when he walked into the owner’s box at Riverfront Stadium that late-summer afternoon.

“Bill Bidwill is a nonstop nostalgia guy,” Eisenman recalls. “All he likes to talk about is the old days. And I was fresh meat for him.”

So as they watched the Cardinals jump out to an improbable lead against the Bengals, Eisenman and Bidwill matched each other anecdote for anecdote, reminiscence for reminiscence. Eisenman listened as Bidwill told him about his days as the team’s ball boy back on the South Side of Chicago. Bidwill told Eisenman why an official’s flag is yellow. Then he told him again. They were kindred spirits.

The Bidwill family wasn’t just ready to hire him, they were all but ready to adopt him. “Ma Bidwill was there, and she kept asking me if I could find a nice Catholic girl for her son Mike to marry,” Eisenman recalls.

And so they talked about football and blind dates and the good old days, but not much about stadiums or architecture, and not at all about cost overruns. In the modern NFL, teams are run like Fortune 500 companies, and a team’s on-the-field accomplishments are directly related to the management’s ability to put every problem, big or small, through the wringer. Seat-of-the-pants decision making? It gets you nothing but grass stains. This casual management style, basing big decisions about players and coaches on emotion rather than cold hard facts, had helped put the Cardinals in the predicament they were in. But this time, Bill Bidwill’s instincts served him well. He’d stumbled upon one of the world’s great architects and because they hit it off, he offered him the chance to build a landmark project.

The Cardinals lost the game to the Bengals—and to this day the Bidwills still teasingly blame Peter Eisenman for that. But they gained much, much more.


2
The Game

Location, Location,
Location

Before Peter Eisenman could design the state-of-the-art stadium that would host Super Bowl XLII, there was the not-so-small matter of finding a place to put that stadium. This was a process that would take the better part of a decade, involve politics at the highest levels and billions of dollars, and ultimately have a huge impact on the future development of one of America’s fastest-growing cities.

The first thought in 1997 was to locate the Cardinals’ new home near their old one, on the border between Tempe and Mesa. The 1,000-acre multi-use project called Rio Salado Crossing would have included a convention center. According to the developer, the project would “exceed your wildest dreams”—unless your wildest dreams included a blimp hangar, an exploding scoreboard, and a stadium built so that each end zone was in a different city. The project would have housed not only the Cardinals but also the Suns basketball team, the NHL’s Phoenix Coyotes, the arena football team the Arizona Rattlers, the WNBA’s Mercury, hockey’s minor league Mustangs, the Thunder of the National Public Safety Football League, and even the Desert Mamas of the Women’s World Roller Derby League. The non-sports aspects of the project would include shopping, restaurants, two indoor eighteen-hole golf courses, a funeral home, a prayer chapel, and a 20,000-plot cemetery located below a retractable floor.

The next step, of course, was funding the $1.8 billion project. And in the words of the artist sometimes known as Prince, “Money changes everything.”


The public funding of sports stadiums in the United States has been a hot-button issue, to say the least. It hinges on a fundamental question: Is a sports franchise a private business or a public trust? The answer to that depends on whom you ask and under what circumstances.

This question first arose in the mid-1950s when baseball’s Brooklyn Dodgers were looking for a new place to play and established a precedent that still applies to all professional sports today. Ebbets Field, for all its charms—charms subsequently burnished by the rouge of memory—was dilapidated. As far back as June 1952, Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley sent a letter to Frank Schroth, the publisher of the Brooklyn Eagle, foreshadowing his plan. “I believe Brooklyn needs a modern athletic stadium seating approximately 52,000. A modern stadium with a movable roof would provide convention facilities unequalled elsewhere. Such a stadium could house motor boat, automobile, flower, sportsman, and other shows and attractions.”

In 1955, O’Malley made a formal proposal to Robert Moses, point man for Mayor Robert Wagner. The proposed stadium was to be located in downtown Brooklyn at the intersection of Atlantic and Flatbush Avenues and cost $6 million—big money for the day. The proposal was rejected.

O’Malley called the city’s bluff: He’d move the Dodgers to Los Angeles for the 1958 season. This was the first moment that manifest destiny became practical in professional sports. At that point, St. Louis was the westernmost outpost of Major League Baseball, and for that matter major league sports as a whole. The advent of air travel and television made the country smaller, and O’Malley found a travel partner in Giants owner Horace Stoneham, who agreed to move his team, led by a young Willie Mays, to San Francisco.

The move shocked the city, the fans, and everyone in the business of sports. In some quarters, O’Malley became public enemy number one. New York Times writer Sam Roberts suggested, “There was a time in Brooklyn when the name Walter O’Malley would be muttered only in the same breath as Hitler or Stalin.” By doing the unthinkable, he set the stage for a half century of stadium and arena building in all sports. Owners wanting a new, publicly funded home now carried a big stick. If they didn’t get one, they would simply threaten to move the franchise. And city fathers, not wanting to be tarred with the legacy of having lost a team, by and large caved in.

One of the very few cities that didn’t capitulate was St. Louis, old home of the NFL Cardinals. They wouldn’t build the team a new stadium. In 1988, the league’s owners voted “reluctantly, but overwhelmingly” to approve the team’s move to Phoenix. This was in stark contrast to the acrimony surrounding other NFL franchise moves. In 1980, Raiders owner Al Davis moved the team from Oakland to Los Angeles, prompting an injunction from the league, which was countered by a massive antitrust suit from Davis. (Unlike Major League Baseball, the NFL doesn’t enjoy a congressional antitrust exemption.) Soon after, Robert Irsay moved the Colts from Baltimore to Indianapolis on fifteen hours’ notice, with Mayflower moving vans showing up in the middle of a snowy night. By contrast, the Cardinals’ move generated the barest measure of controversy. The NFL had quietly encouraged the Bidwill family to move to Baltimore, hoping to fill the gap left by the Colts’ departure, rather than Arizona, so that the league could locate an expansion franchise in Phoenix and collect a $60 million franchise fee that would be divvied up by the existing owners. Team owner Bill Bidwill teared up at the league meetings, calling himself “mixed up,” but there were few tears shed on the banks of the Mississippi. The Cardinals were neither greatly missed in St. Louis nor eagerly welcomed in their new hometown.

The Cardinals would play their games at Arizona State’s Sun Devil Stadium in Tempe, where early-season games were often contested in the scorching heat and the amenities were hardly NFL-quality. Virtually every week that the then Phoenix Cardinals played at home during the early years of the franchise, most of greater Phoenix would use that opportunity to catch up on yard work or squeeze in a round of golf. As a bone to teams looking to maximize ticket sales, the NFL imposed blackout rules on television broadcasts. Before 1973, all games were blacked out in the city in which they were played. This meant that fans of the New York Giants, which sold out every game for decades, would have to flock to Connecticut to watch their team on the tube. After some legal jostling, in 1972 Congress compelled the league to slacken the blackout rules. Only if a team failed to sell out a home game within seventy-two hours of kickoff would that game not be televised. In some NFL markets, such as Green Bay, where every game is sold out before the season even starts, the blackout is a nonissue. And in most markets, it’s still largely a formality, with the NFL selling out more than 90 percent of its games.

But that was not the case in Phoenix in the 1990s. The Cardinals ranked consistently near the bottom of the league’s attendance rankings, and their average attendance in most cases only filled Sun Devil Stadium a little more than halfway.

It became a cycle of indifference: The games didn’t sell out, so they weren’t televised, which made it more difficult to sell tickets, which led to more blackouts, and so it went.

This was the climate in which the Rio Salado stadium project was presented in 1997. Voters were asked to approve a one-quarter-cent increase in the state sales tax for twenty years to pay for $320 million in infrastructure improvements associated with the project. On one side was a group called Yes on Rio Salado Crossing, which raised almost $900,000, including $476,000 from the Cardinals themselves. The opposition in this largely blue-collar town was more grassroots, piggybacking on public outrage over a sales tax increase, not subject to a public vote, that had financed the Arizona Diamondbacks’ home, then called Bank One Ballpark. Countering the suggestion that the development would put the area on the map, Rand McNally, the aptly named president of a group called NO NO NO, argued, “We’re already on the map.”

Tired of taxes and having little affection for the Cardinals, the citizens of Tempe and Mesa rejected this proposal resoundingly, and the giant project, of which an Eisenman-designed sports complex was the centerpiece, was very much in danger before it started.

Fearing that the Cardinals would leave—Los Angeles and San Antonio were seen as likely destinations for the franchise—Arizona governor Jane Hull formed the Plan B Task Force. The idea was to rethink the stadium project and present it to the voters in a way that was more palatable, knowing that a second defeat at the voting booth would all but doom the prospects for a stadium. The project was reduced in scale to a football-only stadium. Gone were the arena (the Suns and Coyotes would soon move to the American Airlines Arena downtown), the hotels, the indoor golf courses, and even the cemetery. The stadium’s price tag would be $331 million, with the Cardinals providing $85 million in funding. Income tax revenue from players’ salaries and revenues from a surcharge on Fiesta Bowl tickets would also be thrown into the kitty. The major source of public revenue was no longer an increase in the general sales tax but an increase in taxes on hotel rooms and rental cars, costs to be borne largely by out-of-towners. As for the project itself, it was no longer linked to the Tempe site, and several alternative locations were put back into the running, ranging from the existing Tempe-Mesa site to a location on the Yavapai Nation Indian reservation not far from a casino. Also rolled into the project were other popular items, including funding for Cactus League baseball, tourism development, and youth sports. Despite this extensive reworking, the project fared miserably in early polls, with as many as 65 percent of voters opposing the new proposal.

Supporters of the plan launched an expensive and glitzy public relations campaign. An independent economic analysis was commissioned, which “calculated the average annual economic impact from Prop 302’s sports, entertainment and tourism activities at $1.95 billion per year over a period of 30 years.” This detailed study annualized the impact of the Super Bowl at $101 million. This was grounded in the naively optimistic assumption that Arizona would get a Super Bowl every three years.

Full-page ads featured the slogan “A New Stadium Is a Touchdown for Arizona’s Economy.” One of the five key points, along with the Cardinals remaining in Arizona and the Fiesta Bowl retaining its place among the elite college football games, was that Arizona would enter the Super Bowl rotation. Attached to that prospect was a number: $305 million.

This connection to the NFL’s biggest game became a rallying cry for supporters of Proposition 302. “The stadium itself, since it’s multipurpose, will not only be the home for the Cardinals and the Fiesta Bowl,” team owner Mike Bidwill told ESPN’s Outside the Lines in 2000. “But it will also host a Super Bowl about every five years.” For Proposition 302 to work, the state of Arizona not only wanted but needed to crack the NFL’s unofficial Super Bowl rotation.

[image: ]

What is a Super Bowl worth to a host city? It’s a simple question with a very complex answer. The number can vary by a factor of ten, depending upon whom you ask and how they count. Ask the host committee from a city that’s been awarded the game and the number will have many zeroes. Miami’s host committee, for example, projected a figure of $350 to $400 million, and other host committees have come up with similar numbers. (Interestingly, the numbers have generally stayed the same over the years or even decreased somewhat, so in inflation-adjusted dollars the projected impact seems to be decreasing slightly.) To put this number in some perspective, that weeklong economic impact number is roughly equivalent to the GSP (gross state product) from arts, entertainment, and recreation for the state of Alaska for the entire year of 2004.

Studies by academics have been far less optimistic. The more generous economic impact estimates are about one-half of the NFL’s (Jeffrey Humphreys of the University of Georgia put it at $166 million), while at least one economist (Phil Porter of the University of South Florida) has suggested that the net effect is closer to zero. Holy Cross economist Victor Matheson and Robert Baade of Lake Forest College summarized these studies and discussed the issues involved in undertaking this kind of analysis in a 2004 paper entitled “Padding Required: Assessing the Economic Impact of the Super Bowl.”

In exploring the issue, Matheson and Baade cite any number of effects that account for the differences between the NFL’s robust figures and the more conservative ones proposed by the academics. For example, the “substitution” effect theorizes that an event such as the Super Bowl doesn’t so much increase the amount of money spent in a city as it concentrates it during a particular time frame. People coming to Miami may choose to visit the city during Super Bowl week instead of the third week in February.

“Crowding out” suggests that while the game attracts many con-sumers, it also drives some away. Some would-be visitors and spenders, especially locals, stay away from the host city because of the “limited hotel rooms and high hotel prices, rowdy behavior of football fans, and peak use of public goods such as highways and sidewalks.”

“Leakage” suggests that much of the money that is spent on hotels and rental cars, and to a lesser degree at stores and restaurants, goes not to locally owned businesses but to the
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