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Lombardi in uniform for the Fordham Rams.

When team president Dominic Olejniczak recommended Vince Lombardi as the next coach of the Green Bay Packers in 1959, committee member John Torinus reportedly asked, “Who the hell is Vince Lombardi?”

It was a fair inquiry. Lombardi was a respected assistant for the New York Giants, but few outside of the inner circle of the National Football League had heard of him when the Packers made him the sixth head coach in franchise history. Yet he was, in many ways, completely prepared for the job. Lombardi’s upbringing, and especially his early career in sports, provided him with the structure, the football philosophy, the practice methods and the plays that would help propel the Packers to greatness.

Vince Lombardi was born in the Sheepshead Bay neighborhood in southeast Brooklyn on June 11, 1913. His father, Harry Lombardi, was a squat, powerful meat wholesaler who had emigrated from Italy and went by the nickname Tattoos—a reference to the ink that covered both his arms. Written on the fingers of one hand, one letter to each finger, was the word WORK; on the other hand was the word PLAY. Vince’s mother was born Matilda I. Her family was huge, close-knit, and part of the cultural weave of Sheepshead Bay. Vince had two younger sisters, Madeline and Claire, and two younger brothers, Harold and Joseph, and the Lombardis spent many weekends eating, drinking, and socializing at the boisterous home of Matilda’s parents on East 16th Street, the house where Vince was born.
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Vincent Thomas Lombardi. born June 11. 1913. in Brooklyn.

As a boy, Vince seriously considered joining the priesthood. That notion later seemed laughable to his players, who saw more than they wanted of the coach’s profane side, but Lombardi would remain a devout Catholic. While coaching the Packers, David Maraniss noted in When Pride Still Mattered, he prayed to St. Anthony and St. Jude in his bedroom every morning. And he attended mass seven days a week at St. Willebrord’s Church in Green Bay, an old Dutch Catholic church run by the Norbertines, before heading to work. He maintained his routine on the road, too. “It’s the only way I can control my terrible temper,” he confided to friends. He kept rosary beads in his coat pocket, and another set in the car. As his quarterback Bart Starr was fond of saying, “If you heard Coach Lombardi at practice every afternoon, you knew why he had to go to church every morning.”
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Lombardi pursues a Purdue ball carrier while playing for Fordham. Cecil Isbell would later start for the Packers.

Lombardi attended Cathedral College of the Immaculate Conception, a diocesan seminary in Brooklyn, but left before completing its six-year program. He got cold feet about the priesthood, no doubt, but also found himself missing football. After transferring to St. Francis Preparatory School, also in Brooklyn, he played a season as fullback on the football team, and he also played basketball and baseball and ran track.

After high school, Lombardi moved on to Fordham University in the Bronx. He was recruited by Jimmy Crowley, left halfback among the legendary Four Horsemen of Notre Dame and who, ironically, grew up in Green Bay.

These were among the glory years of Lombardi’s life, and they cemented his love for football. He was one on Fordham’s celebrated “Seven Blocks of Granite,” a two-way line for one of the 1930s’ college-football powers. Most of the seven blocks soon disappeared into obscurity, though Alex Wojciechowicz played thirteen seasons as a center and linebacker with the Detroit Lions and Philadelphia Eagles, and was one of the finest players of his generation. Lombardi, known as Vinnie in those days, was a 172-pound guard, tough and scrappy but nothing like the best player on the team. He was a committed student who made the Dean’s list and earned a bachelor’s degree in 1937.

After graduation, Lombardi studied nights at Fordham University Law School and worked days as an insurance investigator. At one point he worked at DuPont for $20 a week. On weekends he suited up for the Brooklyn Eagles or the Wilmington Clippers of the semi-pro American Association.

It was in 1939 that he took his first coaching job, signing on as an assistant football coach at St. Cecilia High School in Englewood, New Jersey. He also taught physics, chemistry, and Latin, and made $1,700 a year. He married Marie Planitz in 1940.

At St. Cecilia, Lombardi installed the T-formation, which Ralph Jones and Clark Shaughnessy had cooked up for the Chicago Bears in the 1930s, and which would soon infiltrate both the college and pro ranks like a virus. Using the novel scheme, St. Cecilia won thirty-six games in a row and six New Jersey state championships; Lombardi was promoted to head football, basketball, and baseball coach in 1942, and his basketball team won the state parochial school title three years later.

After eight years in Englewood, Lombardi returned to Fordham in 1947 as coach of the freshman football team, which in that era was an entity separate from the varsity squad. He once again installed the T, and again did well with it. The next year, varsity head coach Ed Danowski made Lombardi his offensive assistant.

That role lasted just a year. In 1949, he moved on again and became an assistant to Col. Earl (Red) Blaik at the U.S. Military Academy. (Another future Pro Football Hall of Fame coach, Sid Gillman, left as Lombardi arrived.) The Army football team, benefiting from war-time eligibility rules, had become the NCAA’s pre-eminent college power in the 1940s, and was still among the nation’s elite when Lombardi got to West Point, New York. The Cadets were, in fact, in the midst of what would become a 27-game unbeaten streak. It didn’t end until a humiliating defeat to Navy in the final game of the 1950 season.
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After college. Lombardi was hired at St. Cecilia High in Englewood. New Jersey. He coacned three sports and taught three subjects.
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The Army coaching staff in 1951. Head coach Red Blaik is wearing the windbreaker. and Lombardi is seated on Blaik’s right.

Things went downhill from there. In 1951, the Academy was rocked by an academic cheating scandal. Ninety cadets were given administrative discharges, including fifty-one football players—one of them Blaik’s son. Decimated, the Army team floundered for two seasons before rebounding to go 7-1-1 in 1953. But Lombardi was gaining valuable on-the-job training.

Red Blaik was a serious, disciplined but dignified leader who became a mentor to Lombardi. The younger coach borrowed directly in some cases—for example, his execution of crisp, 90-minute practices. More to the point, he seemed to adopt Blaik’s views of commitment and chain of command. “The most important thing that ever happened to me in football was the opportunity to coach under Colonel Blaik,” Lombardi told Look magazine in 1961. “Whatever success I have had must be attributed to ’the old man.’ He molded my methods and my whole approach to the game. The unqualified superlative is precarious, but if there’s a No.1 coach of all time, in my opinion it is Colonel Blaik.”


T-FORMATION

When Lombardi ran the New York Giants’ offense under head coach Jim Lee Howell, he favored three players in the backfield with the quarterback—as did most NFL teams. The two halfback/flankers were sort of hybrid runner-receivers, Frank Gifford epitomizing the position. They were expected to run between the tackles, but also had to be able to catch the ball downfield.

Notice that all of these play series are run from basically the same formation. The difference is the blocking schemes, which influence the direction of the play. Notice also the absence of a true tight end in these formations. The offense tended to feature a pair of split ends in addition to the men in the back-field. This setup spread defenses laterally, but didn’t give Lombardi the off-tackle power he would come to rely upon later.

When he got to Green Bay in 1959, Lombardi would deploy a tight end, or Y end, along with one split end. And with his offense struggling during his first season there, he would scrap the four-man back-field and move rookie Boyd Dowler wide into a true flanker position.

He would, however, retain many of the offensive principles and blocking schemes of his Giants days, as evidenced by the sweep options diagrammed here. The inside belly play—a quick-hitting cutback run designed to take advantage of an aggressive defensive tackle—would remain one of his staples.
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Lombardi apparently drew up these “flash cards” specifically to game-plan the Baltimore Colts’ defense in 1954. The right corner back is future NFL coaching legend Don Shula.

Stirring words by a coach who, nearly fifty years later, is considered by many to be the greatest of all time.

While coaching under Blaik, Lombardi harbored a quiet desire to return to Fordham as head coach. But the school dropped football after the 1954 season—to Lombardi’s lasting disgust. By then he had moved in another direction, joining the pro football ranks with the New York Giants. Jim Lee Howell had been promoted to replace outgoing legend Steve Owen, and he made Lombardi his offensive assistant.

In a pattern that would be repeated throughout his NFL tenure, Lombardi’s team showed marked improvement in his first year. The Giants had gone 3-9 in 1953, then climbed to 7-5 in 1954, their point total jumping from 179 to 293. They would not have a losing record during Lombardi’s five seasons in New York.

The offensive mastermind from Brooklyn couldn’t take all the credit for the turnaround, however. The Giants’ chief defensive assistant was Tom Landry, an all-pro defensive back who became player-coach under Howell in 1954. Landry’s 4-3-4 defense was one of the NFL’s best, and he got his chance to be a head coach in 1960, taking over the fledgling Dallas Cowboys a year after Lombardi went to Green Bay. He would coach in Dallas through 1988 and win 270 games. (The intensely competitive Lombardi never could stomach losing to anyone, but during his years with the Packers, he got particularly wound up when his team was playing either the Giants or the Cowboys, and he beat them in some of Green Bay’s most famous games.)

Lombardi’s time in New York was happy, though. He was within cab fare to practically all of his friends and family, and a hero in the old neighborhood. Not yet burdened by the pressures of being a head coach, he was also a darling of the New York sports media, who often came to him for quotes or analysis.

On the field, Lombardi was momentarily in over his head. “Vinnie didn’t understand our game when he first came here,” star halfback Frank Gifford told Time magazine in 1962. “At first, we players were showing him how it went. By the end of the year, though, he was showing us.”

Lombardi tinkered with his T-formation and threw some wrinkles at the rest of the league. Every team in the NFL was running the T by 1954 (the Steelers were the last to junk the Single-Wing, in 1952), but most teams placed the flanker inside the end on what you could call the strong side. Lombardi set his flanker outside, and moved his strong-side end in close to the offensive tackle. In effect, it was a three-wide-receiver set. Soon this position would be called the tight end, a player that would prove pivotal to the Titletown-era Packers.

In fact, much of Lombardi’s playbook was refined in New York. He ran the sweep and the halfback option and other signature plays of his Green Bay teams. Even the play terminology remained largely intact when he moved west. And already you could see Lombardi’s big-picture thinking and attention to detail. His archives include personal scouting reports of the Colts’ and Steelers’ defensive units, drawn up during his days with the Giants. His
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The coach in a moment of repose on the sidelines. c. 1960.
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