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PROLOGUE

January 13, 2007…New Orleans
Jeffrey Lurie stood with his hands in the pockets of his gray suit, not quite knowing for a moment where to go or what to say. He did know that the most important thing was simply for him to be there, so he stood quietly on the light-brown carpeting and surveyed the scene. He was surrounded by Philadelphia Eagles players, his Philadelphia Eagles players, glumly tossing their football gear into bags and dressing in front of bright red metal locker stalls. It was quiet in the locker room except for the low murmur of players talking in hushed tones to one another and to reporters, and the muffled roar, heard through the walls, of New Orleans Saints fans hollering and celebrating on their way out of the Louisiana Superdome.
It was 10:40 p.m., and the Eagles had just lost to the Saints in an NFC divisional playoff game. The story had played out as most of America had wanted, with the Saints moving on to the first NFC championship game in their history in their season of rebirth. They were a symbol of revival in New Orleans seventeen months after the city had been devastated by Hurricane Katrina, and this triumph came in the building that had housed so much human suffering in the days after the massive storm and the floods that followed it.
But that didn’t ease the sting of defeat for the Eagles or Lurie, their owner. Their view at the moment wasn’t so global. They’d had a storybook season unfolding, too. They’d won their previous six games after their season had looked to be in ruins. They’d overcome the loss of their seemingly irreplaceable quarterback, Donovan McNabb, to a season-ending knee injury to secure their fifth NFC East title in six years. They’d been riding the wondrously rejuvenated play of quarterback Jeff Garcia and had beaten their division rival, the New York Giants, on a last-second field goal in the first round of the playoffs. They’d been playing better, it had seemed, than anyone else in the NFC, and the Super Bowl had appeared within their reach. Now, that suddenly, their season was over. So, too, was the NFC East’s season. Lurie’s ownership counterparts within the division—the Giants’ John Mara, the Washington Redskins’ Daniel Snyder, and the Dallas Cowboys’ Jerry Jones—already had experienced the empty, helpless, season-ending feeling that Lurie now felt.
It would go down as a pretty good 2006 season for the NFC East. After months of diligent planning and hard bargaining with agents to sign players and carefully craft rosters, the time for pay had, in the parlance of NFL players, given way to the time for play. The battle plans mostly had held up as three of the division’s four teams reached the playoffs. The one that didn’t, the Redskins, at least managed to be intriguing while losing, though Snyder had spent big money yet again to try to recapture the franchise’s glorious past. But more had been expected. The division was thought to have been a powerhouse, and it wasn’t. The NFC East teams managed only one playoff victory between them, the Cowboys losing in Seattle in excruciating fashion in the first round of the postseason in what would be Coach Bill Parcells’s sendoff and the Eagles falling in New Orleans after beating the Giants.
The division had dominated the sport in the 1980s and ’90s. In a span of fourteen years between the 1982 and 1995 seasons the Redskins, Giants, and Cowboys combined to win eight Super Bowl titles. Between the 1990 and ’93 seasons those three teams won four straight Super Bowls. It wasn’t at that level now. Joe Gibbs, the Hall of Fame coach brought out of retirement by Snyder, had suffered through his second losing season in three years in his second go-around with the Redskins. His lavish spending of Snyder’s money on assistant coaches and free agent players had produced a 5-11 record, a bitterly disappointing follow-up to reaching the second round of the playoffs the previous season. Jones’s high-profile coach, Parcells, had done better. He’d managed to keep his emotions in check while dealing with exasperating wide receiver Terrell Owens. He’d unveiled a promising new starting quarterback in Tony Romo and had reached the playoffs for the second time in four seasons with the Cowboys. Still, what had begun as a Super Bowl–or-bust season had gone bust at the end. The three Super Bowl championships that Jones won with former coaches Jimmy Johnson and Barry Switzer were a fading memory, and Parcells was about to walk away from the Cowboys and perhaps from coaching, announcing sixteen days after the bitter playoff defeat in Seattle that he was retiring. And Giants owner Mara was saying his good-byes to his retiring general manager, Ernie Accorsi, who was heading to Florida to relax and watch spring training baseball games without knowing if the franchise-altering trade that he’d made for quarterback Eli Manning nearly three years before would be remembered as the crowning achievement or the defining mistake of his long front-office career.
The area in which all four owners were big winners was finances. The Redskins, Cowboys, and Eagles had been estimated to have franchise values of greater than $1 billion each in the latest Forbes magazine survey, and the Giants soon might surpass them all with the opening of the $1.4 billion (and the costs were rising all the time) stadium they were planning to build in New Jersey with the New York Jets. The Giants had been something akin to a mom-and-pop operation under Mara’s late father Wellington, who had run the team for decades. They were such a conservative outfit that they didn’t even have cheerleaders. Now, as Mara tried to figure out those ways in which he needed to emulate his legendary father and those in which he needed to change with the times and be his own man, he was about to start swimming in the waters occupied by Snyder, Jones, and the league’s other money-making sharks.
The NFL had been through a year of upheaval. It not only lost its longtime commissioner, Paul Tagliabue, to retirement, but the owners also had bitter battles among themselves and with the players’ union about how to divide the sport’s annual revenues of around $6 billion. Tagliabue and his right-hand man and eventual successor, Roger Goodell, had worked with their usually close ally, union chief Gene Upshaw, to achieve a temporary cessation of hostilities with a labor and revenue-sharing settlement that the owners reluctantly approved to avoid a confrontation with the players. But many owners thought that Upshaw had outmaneuvered Tagliabue and Goodell this time around to craft a deal overly favorable to the players, and the tussles were sure to resume in the future. It was the one ominous black cloud in otherwise sunny skies for the country’s most popular and prosperous sport. The NFL was a thriving league with new national television contracts worth nearly $4 billion per year. It was setting single-season attendance records on an annual basis. Stadiums were filled to 90 percent of capacity; only 7 of the 256 regular season games in 2006 were blacked out on TV in the local market of the home team for failing to sell out the required seventy-two hours in advance.
Tagliabue liked to downplay the sport’s violent nature. He liked to say the game is so popular because it’s about what he called “contrived adversity”: Obstacles are put in front of teams, players, and coaches and they have to attempt to overcome them. It is, to Tagliabue, like an athletic soap opera in which no episode can be missed. But to ignore the attractiveness of the violence is to be in denial. Violence sells. Football’s natural breaks in play make it the perfect sport for TV, true, but it is engrossing as an athletic metaphor for war. It’s about ground acquisition and aerial attack. It’s about covert intelligence. It is, as the saying goes, war without death. Most people cringe, and rightfully so, when players liken themselves in locker room interviews to soldiers heading off to war. It is insensitive and self-important. But really they are on to something.
That is only part of the NFL’s successful formula, though. The people running the league have also implemented a brilliant business model. For decades, they’ve made certain that the teams are on relatively even economic footing, so everyone starts every season with a realistic chance to be the Super Bowl champion. The saying about how one team could beat another on “any given Sunday” actually is true. The entire sport has been set up to be a regression to the mean. Every team is dragged back toward average:
	By the draft, in which the worst teams pick before the better ones.
	By the scheduling formula, in which bad teams in one season play some of their out-of-division games the following season against other bad teams and good teams play other good ones.
	By free agency and the salary cap, which rip apart the rosters of the best clubs every offseason.

Maybe that makes for a diminished quality of play, but that is a difficult thing for the average fan to ascertain. That fan only knows that his or her favorite team is competitive with everyone else in the league and that is enough. The more teams that remain competitive and in playoff contention later in a season, the better it is for the league as a whole. It keeps fan interest high in more places all season. Free agency has given football the sort of offseason “hot stove” league, with players scurrying from team to team, that once had been baseball’s exclusive domain. Fans now follow pro football feverishly year round. Even the practices for the Senior Bowl college all-star game and the scouting combine workouts have become TV events. The NFL has launched its own cable TV channel and put regular season games on it for the first time in the second half of the 2006 season.
But for the owners, it isn’t enough to thrive economically en masse. Jerry Jones likes to say that no one got into NFL ownership for the money, and there are a thousand other ways for wealthy people to get better returns on such hefty investments. The owners had, in fact, made piles of money under Tagliabue, but Jones was at least partially right. Wealth wasn’t enough. The owners also wanted the extra boost that came from winning football games. They were competitive people accustomed to success, and each of them wanted to have a toy shinier than the next guy’s toy. They competed with their minds and wallets every bit as hard as their players competed with helmets and shoulder pads. Paul Allen cofounded Microsoft and was ranked by Forbes as the seventh-richest person in the world, with an estimated net worth of $21 billion, when the team that he owned, the Seattle Seahawks, qualified for the first Super Bowl in franchise history by beating the Carolina Panthers in the NFC title game in January 2006. But Allen sounded giddy and wide-eyed as a bug that day as he spoke while standing in the middle of the home locker room at Qwest Field. “I seem like a pretty mild-mannered guy,” he said, “but inside I get like, ‘Let’s win this game. Let’s please win this game.’
“Come on,” he gushed, “we’re talking about the Super Bowl here.”
That was the euphoric feeling that Lurie, Mara, Jones, and Snyder wanted to have. If they hadn’t felt it before, they wanted to feel it. If they had, they wanted to feel it again. Lurie’s life was in most ways a spectacular success, but he still didn’t know what it was like to stand in the winning locker room at the end of the final postseason game. Now as he looked around the somber, losing locker room in New Orleans he knew he would have to wait at least another year to find out.
A large section on one side of the room was for Eagles offensive players, and a smaller segment on the other side was assigned to the defense. The trainer’s room was in between, where players hurt during the game were receiving treatment from the team’s medical staff. The floor was littered with the large black travel bags assigned to the players on road trips, along with uniforms and the discarded white towels the players had been wearing after coming out of the showers. There were open trunks with notebooks and other supplies spilling out of them. Eagles linebacker Shawn Barber, who’d hurt his ankle during the game, stood on crutches, his foot in a walking boot.
Lurie gave guard Scott Young, who’d been forced to fill in for injured starter Shawn Andrews and had been called for a key penalty late in the game, a pat on the back. He shook a few hands and made his way toward the front of the locker room and an office with a sign on the door with an Eagles logo next to the green letters ANDY REID and the red letters ABSOLUTELY NO ADMITTANCE. Lurie asked Butch Buchanico, the Eagles security chief, who was standing outside the door, if Reid had made his way back from his postgame press conference. Buchanico nodded his head. Lurie ducked inside and sat on a chair commiserating with his head coach for fifteen minutes.
Joe Banner, the team president who’d been Lurie’s friend since both were teenagers and had helped him build the division’s smoothest-running organization, walked silently and swiftly through the locker room wearing gray slacks and a gray and red sweater. Offensive coordinator Marty Mornhinweg, already dressed and wearing a gray overcoat with a bag slung over his shoulder, passed Banner and spotted Garcia at his locker. Garcia was finishing putting on a blue pinstripe suit. He and Mornhinweg slapped hands and told each other it had been a good season despite the disappointing ending. Garcia walked away and hugged Buchanico on his way out the door. Lurie emerged from Reid’s office and stopped momentarily in the middle of the locker room.
“I can’t be more proud of this team,” he said. “We came a couple plays away from the championship game. Great heart. Great character. It was a hard fight. Two very good teams played out there and one won by three points to get to the championship game. Two very good teams. This team was defined by its ability to play well when it had to in the last six games. That should serve us well in the future. We’re pretty young. Our veterans are still terrific. It was a very gritty, courageous, tough team that was three points away from reaching the championship game for the fifth time in six years.”
Lurie shrugged his shoulders. There wasn’t much more to be said at the moment. He headed slowly out the door. A long and draining season was over.
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CHAPTER 1

January 1, 2006…Oakland
John Mara stood by the door to the locker room, wishing his father were there.
Since he wasn’t, the Mara now running the New York Giants did what his father would have done: He greeted the Giants’ players and coaches appreciatively after a big game. They were spilling into the dank, cramped visitors’ locker room at McAfee Coliseum in Oakland. New Year’s Eve was giving way to New Year’s Day back home on the East Coast and the Giants had just beaten the Raiders to punctuate their 2005 season with an NFC East title. The room was barely big enough to hold all the people in the Giants’ traveling party and it was impossible to move around without bumping into someone. The players were coming down from the emotional high of the competition and congratulating one another for the win. It hadn’t been an easy season. The players had often been at odds with their taskmaster coach, Tom Coughlin. There had been ups and downs with their prized young quarterback, Eli Manning, in his first full season as a starter in the NFL. But now it felt like a successful season. The franchise last had been the division champion in the 2000 season and, like everyone else in the NFC East, had spent four seasons since then chasing the Philadelphia Eagles. For now at least the Giants had caught and surpassed the Eagles. They would be headed to the playoffs along with the Washington Redskins, while the Eagles and Dallas Cowboys were about to begin picking up the pieces.
Before the players dressed and packed hurriedly for their overnight trip home, Coughlin stood amid them and delivered his postgame speech. There was nothing to berate them for on this night. Coughlin told them they’d found a fitting way to honor the memories of Wellington Mara and Bob Tisch, the team’s two co-owners who had died during the season.
John Mara found himself near tears as he listened. He had taken the helm of the franchise along with Tisch’s son Steve and was shepherding the Giants toward a promising future. Plans for a new stadium in East Rutherford, New Jersey, were in the works and the Giants would become one of the league’s wealthiest teams when it was built, as a club operating in the shadow of New York City rightfully should be. The jury was still out on whether Manning would become the player that general manager Ernie Accorsi had envisioned when he had mortgaged the team’s future to trade for the youngest member of quarterbacking’s first family on draft day in 2004, but at least Manning’s season was looking like it would end up having more good than bad in it. Coughlin, the coach Mara had hired with his father’s approval and Accorsi’s help, created a contentious and stressful locker room environment and generated negative publicity, but at least he was winning. Coughlin and Accorsi didn’t always agree, but Mara remembered what his father had told him: If his head coach and general manager always agreed, he wouldn’t need both of them. Accorsi had postponed his planned retirement for another year. It should have been a night of pure triumph for Mara.
But it was also, inevitably, a bittersweet moment.
His father had died of cancer on October 25, 2005, at age eighty-nine. Wellington Mara was one of the most significant figures in the history of the NFL. At the annual league meeting in March, five months after Mara’s death, the NFL would rename its official game football “The Duke,” Mara’s nickname. The same day, the U.S. House of Representatives would pass House Resolution 517 recognizing the life of Wellington Timothy Mara and “his outstanding contributions to the New York Giants football club, the National Football League and the United States.” Wellington Mara had been associated with the Giants since 1925, when he was a nine-year-old ball boy for the team owned by his father, Timothy, who’d purchased the franchise that year for $500. Joe Carr, the NFL’s president, had wanted a showcase franchise in New York and had offered it to fight promoter Billy Gibson. Gibson declined but introduced Carr to his friend Tim Mara, a successful promoter, businessman, and bookmaker, a legal undertaking at the time. In 1930, Tim Mara turned over the franchise to Wellington, then fourteen, and Wellington’s older brother Jack. Wellington Mara talked his father out of making him go to law school after he graduated from Fordham University and ended up being involved in the team’s operations for close to eighty years, the only interruption coming when he served in the navy during World War II.
Most of the stories about Wellington Mara were about what a kind, decent man he was. Many were told by John in a moving eulogy at his father’s funeral at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. He told of the painful but touching final days of his father’s life. He told his parents’ love story, saying he couldn’t recall them ever raising their voices to one another. “When my parents celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary about a year and a half ago right here in St. Patrick’s,” he said, “my mother asked him if they could renew their vows. He was very reluctant at first. ‘The original ones haven’t expired yet, have they?’ he said. Of course, he went along with it. But when Cardinal Egan asked him during the ceremony, ‘Will you accept children lovingly from God?’ the look on his face seemed to say, ‘Your Eminence, I think that ship sailed a long time ago.’”
He considered employees like family members and he’d look up former players and coaches while on road trips with the team. If a fan wrote him a letter, he’d answer. Once, John was watching a game with his father. He became exasperated with a player and yelled out, “What is he doing out there?”
“What he’s doing,” his father said, “is the best that he can.”
He served on just about every important NFL committee and was instrumental in determining how the league conducted its business. In the early sixties he and Jack agreed to share the league’s television revenues equally with the other franchises even though a team in New York obviously had TV rights more valuable than those of a team in Pittsburgh or Green Bay. The greater good mattered to the Maras. Jack Mara died in 1965, and his son Tim became the team’s co-owner. Wellington and Tim didn’t coexist peacefully and the Giants, after losing the NFL championship game in 1963, didn’t make the playoffs again until 1981. But the Maras, on the recommendation of then–NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle, hired George Young as their general manager in 1979 and the club thrived again, winning Super Bowls in the 1986 and 1990 seasons with Bill Parcells as its coach.
Two days before Wellington Mara died, the Giants overcame a 13-point fourth-quarter deficit to beat the Denver Broncos by a point at Giants Stadium. Manning threw the winning touchdown pass to wide receiver Amani Toomer with five seconds left. In the locker room after the game, one of Wellington Mara’s grandsons, Conor, told Manning that his grandfather, watching the game from bed in Rye, New York, woke up and saw the Giants win, then went back to sleep with a smile on his face. The players chanted, “Duke! Duke! Duke!” in the locker room.
Mara had eleven children and, at the time of his death, forty grandchildren. In the days before his death he told family members that he didn’t want to be a burden and they should go home and take care of their own children. The day before he went home, hardly able to talk and knowing his doctors could no longer help him, he held John’s hand and told him that he knew he was headed to a better place. “I’ll be there when you get there,” he said to his son.
Mara’s funeral was like a state funeral for the NFL. There was an overflow crowd. Giants players, coaches, and staff members arrived on seven chartered buses with a police escort. Jerry Jones, the owner of the Cowboys, was there along with his coach, Parcells. So were fellow NFL head coaches John Fox and Romeo Crennel, both former Giants assistants.
Five days after he died, the team that Wellington Mara had loved so much trounced the Redskins, 36–0, in Giants Stadium. Tailback Tiki Barber had two long runs during the game but didn’t reach the end zone on either one. On the sideline, one of Mara’s grandsons, Tim McDonnell, said to him, “Are you going to score a touchdown or are you going to keep teasing me?”
Barber had his career-best rushing day to that point and scored a touchdown later in the game with the Giants comfortably ahead. He held on to the ball and delivered it to McDonnell.
“Timmy,” Barber told him, “this is for you, your grandfather, and your family. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I love you.”
Scenes like that one ran through John Mara’s mind in the locker room in Oakland as he walked around and shook hands. Finally he stopped in the middle of the room and said, “I’d rather have had my father standing here because he would have really enjoyed it. This was never his favorite franchise that we played today so I think he would have enjoyed this win.”
What he didn’t know was that the Giants had experienced their final victory of the season. Eight days later, they were overwhelmed by the Carolina Panthers in the first round of the NFC playoffs. Manning threw three interceptions and the Giants were shut out at home in a postseason game for the first time since 1943. The frustrations boiled over afterward. Barber told reporters that the Giants had been outcoached. Wide receiver Plaxico Burress skipped the team meeting the day after the game.
Barber met with Coughlin the day after the loss to discuss the postgame comments that he’d made. His tone was conciliatory.
“Tom, can you say we don’t have the same thoughts, the same goals, the same ideals?” Barber said.
“No,” Coughlin said.
“Whatever gets expressed outside this room doesn’t really mean anything,” Barber said.
Barber had felt a personal connection to Coughlin since one time during Coughlin’s first season with the Giants in 2004 when Barber’s son A. J. was sick. A.J. had a fever and was suffering from seizures, just as Tiki and his twin brother Ronde had as young children before growing out of it. Coughlin told Barber to put his family before football.
“If you need to go,” Coughlin had told Barber, “go. If you need me to send people over there, I will.”
Barber had known then that Coughlin the man was quite different from Coughlin the unyielding coach. But that didn’t mean that coexisting professionally would be easy.
Barber would end up thinking that the 2005 Giants were the best team on which he’d played, better even than the version that reached the Super Bowl in the 2000 season before being crushed by the Baltimore Ravens. If only the injuries hadn’t depleted the defense for the playoffs, Barber thought, these Giants could have gone far. They had begun the season not knowing if Manning would develop rapidly enough in his second pro season to transform the team into a contender and not knowing if Coughlin could get along with his players. They ended as division champs but, thanks to the bitter disappointment of the final game, still not knowing what the next step for Manning would be or whether Coughlin and the players could find a way to avoid being at each other’s throats. It would be an intriguing offseason indeed. Mara’s style was to stand to the side and let Accorsi shape the roster with help from Coughlin. Mara would offer input and sign the checks but basically stay out of the way. That made him far more like Eagles owner Jeffrey Lurie than like Jones or Redskins owner Daniel Snyder.
He would be a highly interested bystander in an offseason that would prove to reshape not only his team but the entire league.


CHAPTER 2

January 2…Philadelphia
Andy Reid walked down a hallway at the NovaCare Complex, the Eagles’ lavish training facility in South Philadelphia just down Pattison Avenue, on the opposite side of Broad Street, from Lincoln Financial Field. The burly coach was headed toward the office of Brad Childress, his offensive coordinator. It was a Monday morning, the day after the Eagles’ season had ended with a loss to the Redskins at the Linc that sent Joe Gibbs’s team to the playoffs. The Eagles were accustomed to readying for the postseason at this time of year, but this year it wasn’t happening. Their season had been undone by a string of controversies involving wide receiver Terrell Owens and a sports hernia that plagued, then sidelined, quarterback Donovan McNabb. Their 6-10 record was their worst in a season since they’d gone 5-11 in 1999, Reid’s first year as their coach. Childress and Reid’s other assistants were conducting the exit interviews with players that were part of each NFL coach’s postseason routine.
Reid was going to deliver news that, for Childress, was good: The Minnesota Vikings had called to request permission to interview him for their head coaching job. It was a formality. Under league rules, the Eagles couldn’t block an assistant coach from interviewing for or accepting a head coaching position with another team. But it was part of the protocol for the Vikings to ask and for Reid to tell Childress he’d be hearing from the Vikings soon. For Reid, the development was a mixed bag. The Green Bay Packers and other teams were also interested in Childress as a head coaching candidate, and Reid knew that Childress almost certainly would get a job somewhere. His time had come. Other teams were looking to tap into the magic that Reid and his staff had worked while transforming the Eagles from a doormat into an almost annual Super Bowl contender. In previous years, timing had kept Childress off the head coaching market. The league’s tampering rules kept an assistant coach on a team still participating in the playoffs from accepting a head coaching job with another franchise, and all the head coaching jobs generally had been filled by the time the Eagles were finished playing. They’d participated in four straight NFC championship games and one Super Bowl. This year, that wasn’t an issue.
Reid was happy to see his protégé move up. Reid had prepared for the inevitability of losing him by having Marty Mornhinweg, the former head coach of the Detroit Lions who had worked with Reid in the college ranks as a graduate assistant and then again in Green Bay, on the staff as a replacement-in-waiting. But there would be a sense of loss both personally and professionally for Reid. Childress had been on Reid’s original coaching staff in Philadelphia back when Reid and his assistants inherited a 3-13 team and worked in offices in the basement of the old Veterans Stadium, joking that the rats they encountered there were bigger than the cats living on the premises. Reid trusted Childress completely, having turned over the offensive play-calling duties to him for much of the second half of the 2005 season. The Eagles, more than any other team in the division, were an organization in which each of the decision-makers had a role and did what was expected and all the parts fit together nicely. It worked because the ruling triumvirate of owner Jeff Lurie, team president Joe Banner, and Reid made it work.
Lurie and Banner had a long history together. They grew up about a mile and a half from each other in Brookline, Massachusetts, and met as teenagers through a mutual friend who’d attended a summer camp in Maine with Banner and had been on a trip to Europe with Lurie. The friend invited Banner to watch a football game at Lurie’s house. Lurie saw in Banner someone who shared his passion for sports, and they would talk about the things the Boston teams were doing. Lurie always would be amazed at how the Red Sox in those days routinely would pursue the big-name player and end up with a collection of stars that didn’t fit together and didn’t win while Red Auerbach would make moves for the Celtics that the fans didn’t like but that worked and produced cohesive, winning teams. Lurie in particular remembered Auerbach being lambasted for trading down in the 1980 NBA draft, bypassing center Joe Barry Carroll to select a slow, white power forward while getting a seemingly useless center in the deal. The slow, white power forward was Kevin McHale and the seemingly useless center was Robert Parish. That taught Lurie something about paying too much attention to what the fans thought or what generated the splashiest headlines. Lurie always dreamed of owning and running a pro sports team. He had attended the first game in Patriots history on the day after his ninth birthday, watching them lose to Denver on September 9, 1960. His uncle played tennis regularly with Robert Kraft, who would end up owning the Patriots. Lurie’s grandfather, Philip Smith, owned the General Cinema movie theater chain, and the family greatly increased its fortune with wildly successful investments in Harcourt General and the Neiman Marcus Group.
Lurie and Banner went their separate ways to college, Banner to Denison University in Granville, Ohio, and Lurie to get a bachelor’s degree from Clark University, a master’s in psychology from Boston University, and a Ph.D. in social policy from Brandeis. Lurie taught at Boston University before heading to Hollywood to produce movies, forming Chestnut Hill Productions in 1985 and churning out a string of forgettable films that included Sweet Hearts Dance in 1988 and I Love You to Death in 1990. Banner worked in Philadelphia as a sports producer and reporter for an AM radio station, WCAU. He went back to Boston and ran a retail clothing business with stores there and in Chicago. He worked for City Year, a national service organization.
He stayed in touch with Lurie and the two would meet up on vacation occasionally and play golf together for a couple days. They weren’t best friends, but they were friends. Lurie still maintained his dream of buying a sports team. Banner knew about that but never had been given any indication by Lurie that he was part of that dream. Lurie tried to buy the Patriots, an effort that would end in failure when his old family friend, Kraft, won the bidding and purchased the franchise from James Orthwein in January 1994. By then, Lurie would be looking at more than one possibility. During the bidding on the Patriots, Lurie inquired about the Los Angeles Rams because he was living there at the time. He found out the Rams were interested in moving but not selling. During his talks with the Rams, team president John Shaw called him one day.
“You know, this team back east that’s a really potentially good franchise, a good fan base, is going to be available,” Shaw told Lurie. “Would you be interested?”
Eagles owner Norman Braman was interested in selling. Lurie indeed was interested. He began making calls. One of them was to his old pal Joe Banner. Banner got home from a vacation and had a message from Lurie.
“I have decided to really get serious and try to buy a professional sports team,” Lurie said in the message. “I’d love to have you help me with it. Give me a call when you get back.”
Banner called and said he was in. He didn’t even bother to ask what he’d be doing or how much he’d be paid. Lurie told him about a few possibilities, including the Eagles. He knew Banner had worked in Philadelphia.
“Well, what do you think of that?” Lurie said.
“The good news, I think, as an owner or somebody who was helping to run a team, you won’t be spending any time stirring up interest,” Banner said. “It’s really passionate. It’s intense. It would be really exciting. But just realize it cuts both ways.”
“I think this is one we should look into further,” Lurie said.
So they did. Lurie and Banner spent plenty of time in New York living out of suitcases and hotel rooms while Lurie and his lawyers worked on both the Patriots and Eagles deals. By the time the Patriots deal fell through, Lurie was well into his negotiations with Braman for the Eagles. They reached an agreement in principle in April 1994 for Lurie to buy the team for about $195 million. Lurie was forty-two. Banner was forty-one. They had no idea what they were getting into.
Banner ran the day-to-day operations of the Eagles from the moment the other NFL owners approved Lurie’s purchase in May 1994. He would get the title of team president in August 2001. Lurie and Banner hired Ray Rhodes as their coach in 1995 but fired him after a three-win season in ’98. As they prepared to launch their next coaching search they decided to put their analytical abilities to use. They studied all the coaches in the history of the NFL who had led their teams to at least two Super Bowls. They pored over statistics and they called people who knew the coaches.
“Tell me what he’s like,” they’d say. “How does he manage? How does he think? How does he work? Who does he surround himself with?”
What they found, to their surprise, was that X’s and O’s were no predictor of great coaching success. Coaches had reached that level with all different ways of playing the game. It didn’t matter if you hired an offensive-oriented coach or a defensive-oriented coach, a coach who ran the ball or threw the ball, a coach who blitzed on defense or played it safe. There was no commonality among the great coaches in those areas; it was all over the board. But when it came to the descriptions of the person, that was an entirely different story. It was as if everyone they’d contacted had been talking about the same person: He was a phenomenal leader. He was obsessed with detail to the point of being anal-retentive, so much so that he drove everyone around him crazy. He was open to input but had certain convictions that he wouldn’t abandon even in the face of heavy criticism. He placed incredible importance on having the right people around him on his coaching staff. Lurie and Banner were running their coaching search like they were FBI profilers. They had their list of personality traits. Now all they had to do was find someone who possessed them, something that perhaps would be easier said than done. They weren’t looking for the hot offensive or defensive coordinator. They were looking for the right leader.
They started making calls about coaches. One person on their list was Andy Reid, a little-known quarterbacks coach from the Packers whom the Eagles had considered as an offensive coordinator candidate when Jon Gruden had left Rhodes’s staff following the ’97 season. The people they asked about Reid said that he’d be a great head coach someday but it was a couple years too soon to hire him. Wait a second, Lurie and Banner said to one another. First of all, how did everyone really know exactly when the guy would start being a good head coach? And even if it did take Reid a couple years to reach that point, so what? The Eagles probably wouldn’t be ready to be a good team until then anyway.
They brought in Reid for an interview. He was a lumpy former offensive lineman at Brigham Young University who had once dreamed of being a sportswriter, a decidedly modest goal, but he made quite an impression. He walked in with a binder full of lists and notes that he’d compiled over the years about how he’d run a team as a head coach, how he’d win a championship. The notes covered everything from travel plans to marketing ideas. Reid’s binder was a blueprint for getting to a Super Bowl, something he had experienced twice as a Packers assistant coach under Mike Holmgren. Talk about anal-retentive. Reid had lists of the top ten coaches, in his view, at each position. Talk about valuing his staff. Lurie wanted a coach who would be able to work with everyone in the organization, from the football staff to the marketing staff. He wanted someone who would work hard and be upbeat. He also wanted someone who was tough-minded.
“A coach has to make a lot of hard decisions and a lot of unpopular ones,” Lurie told Reid during the seven or so hours they and Banner spent together during the interview process. “You’re going to replace popular players.”
Reid said he was willing to make the tough choices and Lurie and Banner believed him. They had their man. Reid’s own team, the Packers, didn’t consider him head coaching material at that point, but Lurie and Banner were sure of it. It just fit too perfectly, and Reid was a classy guy on top of it all. They picked Reid over more celebrated candidates like Jim Haslett and Dom Capers.
“I have never been this sure of something,” Banner told his friends, “and ended up being wrong.”
Looking back eight years later, Banner would marvel at how on-target Reid’s coaching lists had been. No one had ever heard at the time of Ron Rivera, who would go on to be the highly successful defensive coordinator of the Chicago Bears, but he was on one of Reid’s lists. Reid didn’t hire Rivera, but he did hire Jim Johnson as his defensive coordinator and Childress as his quarterbacks coach, later promoting him to offensive coordinator. “What Andy interviewed to be and what attracted us to him and what we were looking for in this profile,” Banner said, “is exactly who he’s been every minute of every day.”
There was no way for Lurie and Banner to sell their selection to Eagles fans. They didn’t even try. They were accused of hiring Reid because he was inexpensive. Reid would have to sell himself eventually by winning. Lurie had hoped his new coach, whichever coach he chose, would want to use the second overall pick in the 1999 draft possessed by the Eagles on a quarterback. Lurie thought you couldn’t pass up an opportunity to draft a prospective franchise quarterback. So he was pleased when Reid decided to select McNabb, a quarterback from Syracuse, even though Eagles fans who wanted the team to go with Texas tailback Ricky Williams booed the choice. The Eagles went 5-11 under Reid in 1999 but went 11-5 and reached the playoffs in 2000 and won the first of their four straight division titles in 2001.
Lurie and Banner didn’t only want to have a winning football team. They wanted to have the most creative marketing approach in the league. They wanted to have the best team Web site. They wanted to have the best stadium. They tried to be innovative. They were the first team to have “NFL Experience” props and games for fans at their training camp. They were the first to sell the naming rights to their training facility, the first to create a foundation that not only gave out grants but ran nonprofit programs. They wanted to create an environment in which employees felt empowered to make decisions and take some risks—smart, calculated risks—without fear of being second-guessed, unduly criticized, or fired. Lurie preached stability and Banner was among the very best executives in the league. He looked far more like a banker than a football guy, but he had a hand in virtually everything the Eagles did from business operations to player acquisitions. He oversaw the team’s moves into its $37 million training facility and its $512 million stadium. He was the keeper of the salary cap. He planned for the draft with Reid and Reid’s right-hand man in the front office, Tom Heckert. He loved trying to fit the pieces together properly to form a successful NFL team.
Reid had the final say over player-related decisions but was fully in sync with those in his front office. Decisions were made by consensus and Reid rarely if ever invoked his final-say authority. The Eagles developed a strategy of building through the draft, focusing especially on the offensive and defensive lines, and re-signing their own young players long before they reached free agency. Banner spoke of having a good batting average. You didn’t need to be right all the time about players. There were no set numbers. But you had to be right more often than your competitors were and you had to be right more often when you were handing out a $10 million signing bonus than when you were handing out a $3 million signing bonus. Free agent signings were for supplementing the building being done with draft picks. Lurie wanted his football people to make sure they were finding ascending players, not descending players with bigger names and higher profiles. The Eagles became known as conservative in their salary cap management, but Banner bristled at the notion that they didn’t take risks. They once signed cornerback Troy Vincent when he was coming off major knee surgery for a torn anterior cruciate ligament. They once signed right tackle Jon Runyan and made him the second-highest-paid offensive tackle in all of football and by far the highest-paid right tackle. They once traded for defensive end Hugh Douglas when people in the New York Jets organization were bad-mouthing him. They once drafted middle line-backer Jeremiah Trotter when about two dozen other NFL teams had flunked him on their physicals because of his creaky knees. They hired Reid. “We think of ourselves as risk-takers—educated,” Banner said. “We’re not wild, crazy, uninformed risk-takers. But we’re not afraid.”
And, of course, they traded for Owens before the 2004 season. “We will pass, I would say, one hundred percent of the time if we think there are some issues around a player,” Lurie said. “The one exception was Owens. We didn’t think they were disciplinary problems. We just thought, you know, he was a little crazy at the time. But we soon learned that it was more complicated than that.”
The Owens move had come after the Eagles had lost their first three appearances in the NFC title game under Reid. Each defeat had been more agonizing than the one before it. The final two had come at home, but Lurie remained supportive. After the Eagles lost the title game to the Carolina Panthers to end their 2003 season in demoralizing fashion, Lurie addressed first his players and then his coaches and told Reid and the other members of the staff that they’d done the best coaching job he’d seen as the owner of the team. Still, it was time for the Eagles to stop doing business as usual. Before the 2004 season they made two uncharacteristically high-profile and risky acquisitions, signing brittle defensive end Jevon Kearse as a free agent and trading for Owens. The 2004 Eagles lapped the field in the NFC East, winning 13 of their first 14 games and finishing 13-3 while the Redskins, Giants, and Cowboys each went 6-10. They cruised through the playoffs even with Owens sidelined by a high ankle sprain that required surgery. They met the Atlanta Falcons in the NFC title game at Lincoln Financial Field on a blustery day after a snowstorm with temperatures in the teens and 35-mph wind gusts. The players felt they’d been tight before the title game defeat to the Panthers the previous year and didn’t want a repeat, so Douglas staged a dance party in the trainer’s room about forty-five minutes before game time. One of the participants was Lurie. The Eagles beat the Falcons easily, and the players who had been around the longest seemed to feel even better for Reid than they did for themselves.
That had been one of the last happy moments for the Eagles as a group. Owens returned early from his injury and gave a splendid performance in the Super Bowl, but McNabb was erratic and the Eagles lost to the Patriots by three points. There was no reason to think in the immediate aftermath of the game that the Eagles wouldn’t be back in another Super Bowl in a year. But Owens soon began taking verbal shots at the organization and at McNabb, and tried unsuccessfully to get the team to rework his seven-year, nearly $49 million contract after one season. His antics eventually led the Eagles to suspend him for four games without pay seven games into the 2005 season, then deactivate him for the final five games of the season. McNabb’s season was cut short when surgery was required for his sports hernia. When Brian Westbrook suffered a season-ending foot injury, the Eagles were left with Mike McMahon instead of McNabb at quarterback, rookie Ryan Moats instead of Westbrook at tailback, and rookie Reggie Brown playing for Owens at wide receiver. The defense stayed healthier but didn’t play well either.
Yet the Eagles weren’t panicking now as the offseason began. It was time, they thought, to get back to their guiding principles. So to Reid, losing a cog in such a generally smooth-running machine wasn’t pleasant. He popped his head into Childress’s office and delivered the news about the Vikings’ interest. Vikings owner Zygi Wilf had told his coach, Mike Tice, the previous day that Tice’s contract wouldn’t be renewed. By Tuesday, two days after the regular season, there would be seven other teams looking for head coaches. In all, ten NFL clubs would end up opening the 2006 season with new head coaches.
Childress’s phone rang just as he was finishing his final exit interview. He answered and found himself on a conference call with Zygi Wilf and Wilf’s brother Mark. After introductions and pleasantries, the Wilfs told Childress that they wanted to interview him for the Vikings’ head coaching job. Childress said that would be wonderful; he just had to tie up a few loose ends in Philadelphia and he’d be there as soon as possible.
“How about Wednesday?” he said.
“We were thinking dinner tonight,” came the reply.
“Tonight?” Childress said. He was ready for head coaching interviews but not specifically one with the Vikings. He wondered if the Wilfs merely wanted to see how he held his fork. He’d have little more to offer them at this point.
“We just want to get to know you,” the Wilfs said.
Childress wasn’t going to argue with his prospective new bosses. He headed to his house, shaved, put some things into a bag, and got a ride to the airport. He had dinner with the Wilfs that night. He met former Vikings coaching great Bud Grant, who told the Wilfs that Childress was their man. The Wilfs put on the full-court press. Childress canceled an interview with the Packers that was to come Wednesday and by Thursday his agent, Bob LaMonte, had negotiated a five-year contract for him to be Tice’s successor.
The Vikings also were looking for a front office chief and seemed interested in hiring Heckert to work with Childress. But the Eagles moved quickly to make sure that wouldn’t happen by promoting Heckert from vice president of player personnel to general manager. Heckert was staying put. Reid carried out his plan and made Mornhinweg Childress’s successor as offensive coordinator.
 
The coaching carousel was spinning, just as it did after every NFL season. Dan Snyder went to work spending money on coaches even before the Redskins’ season ended with a playoff loss in Seattle in an NFC semifinal. The NFL has a salary cap for players but none for coaches, and Snyder took full advantage. He’d learned since becoming the Redskins’ owner in 1999, through the school of hard knocks, that it didn’t matter how much money he spent on players if he didn’t have the right coaches. Gibbs was among the league’s highest-paid coaches at $5.7 million per season. Gibbs’s top defensive assistant, Gregg Williams, was on the verge of becoming a popular head coaching candidate around the league, but Snyder kept him off the market by signing him to a three-year, $7.8 million contract. The deal gave Williams the use of a luxury suite at FedEx Field and included a $1 million bonus that Williams would receive if he didn’t end up succeeding Gibbs as the head coach. That way Williams would eventually cash in, either by becoming the Redskins’ next head coach or by depositing another Snyder check into his bank account. Other owners wouldn’t be happy with Snyder for shattering the league’s salary structure for coaches yet again. Williams would end up earning more than about one-third of the head coaches in the league in 2006. But what did Snyder care? Williams had nearly complete autonomy to run a defense that had been the key component in the team’s run to the playoffs. Snyder had the money to spend. The salary made sense within the parameters of the Redskins’ finances, and Snyder certainly didn’t want to go back to losing games and being disliked by his own team’s followers, in addition to being mocked by the national media and loathed by fans in other cities.
Williams knew he was taking himself off the market in a year in which he likely would have landed a head coaching job. Representatives of five teams had called Williams’s former boss with the Buffalo Bills, Tom Donahoe, to ask about him as a head coaching candidate. Williams wanted to prove at some point that he could be a better head coach than he’d been in Buffalo, where he’d compiled a 17-31 record in three seasons before rehabilitating his reputation with the Redskins under Gibbs. But what was the rush? Snyder’s offer was so overwhelming, Williams couldn’t say no. Making offers that couldn’t be refused was Snyder’s negotiating modus operandi. When he signed wide receiver Laveranues Coles as a restricted free agent from the Jets in the spring of 2003, Snyder offered Coles a contract with a signing bonus of $13 million. That was $3 million more than Coles and his agent, Roosevelt Barnes, had been seeking in their negotiations with the Jets. When Barnes called Coles to tell him about Snyder’s offer, Coles screamed into the phone, “Call him back before he changes his mind!”
Snyder had raised the salary bar to get his last two head coaches, Steve Spurrier and Gibbs. He’d raised it to get $1-million-a-year defensive coordinator Marvin Lewis for Spurrier and now to keep Williams for Gibbs. But he wasn’t done. The Redskins made another big move to bolster Gibbs’s coaching staff soon after losing to the Seahawks. The team’s offense had sputtered badly in its two playoff games, particularly in a first-round victory in Tampa over the Buccaneers. Gibbs went out and got Al Saunders to be the Redskins’ offensive boss and used Snyder’s checkbook to sign him to a three-year deal worth $6 million. Saunders had interviewed for Oakland’s head coaching job but his deliberations with the Raiders hadn’t gotten very far, so he, like Williams, took himself off the head coaching market and signed up for Daniel M. Snyder’s assistant coaching multimillionaires’ club. Each of the Redskins’ coordinators would make far more during the 2006 season than the NFL’s reigning coach of the year, the Bears’ Lovie Smith, whose $1.35 million salary was the lowest among the league’s head coaches. The Saunders move was significant not only because of the amount of money that Snyder was spending but also because Gibbs was giving up control of the offense—his offense—to another coach. Gibbs traditionally had turned over responsibility for the defense to an assistant. Years ago it had been Richie Petitbon and now it was Williams. But the offense had always been his. This was a major step for him. Gibbs had gone to Saunders’s home in Leawood, Kansas, and had told Saunders that he needed help. The offense’s failure in Tampa during the playoffs had demonstrated that, Gibbs told Saunders. The get-together went late into the night and the deal for Saunders to join Gibbs’s staff was struck around 1 a.m.
The Cowboys lost their top offensive assistant when Sean Payton was hired as the head coach of the New Orleans Saints. Payton took Cowboys linebackers coach Gary Gibbs with him as his defensive coordinator. But the Cowboys wouldn’t be losing Bill Parcells. Parcells was three seasons into the four-year, $18 million contract that he’d signed when Jerry Jones had lured him out of retirement in 2003. He’d just had a trying season in which he’d lost his younger brother Don to brain cancer and had watched the Cowboys miss the playoffs for a second straight year with a record of 9-7. The annual rumors about Parcells’s retiring were flying around the league. Those who thought Parcells might exit were focusing on the fact that he’d had a disappointing, draining season. But what they ignored was that Parcells truly liked the players on this team and thought they were a diligent, hardworking bunch. They also ignored the fact that Parcells had been left with little in his life but football. He enjoyed spending time with his grandchildren, but his marriage had broken up before he’d taken the Cowboys job—he and his wife Judy divorced in 2002 after forty years of marriage—and now his brother was gone. Some of his close associates thought he was clinging to football tighter than ever.
Parcells agreed with Jones to extend his contract by a year, through the 2007 season. Under the new deal Parcells’s salary would jump to $5 million in 2006 and $6 million in 2007. Parcells evaluated his health and energy level after every season. He had enough money and he’d promised himself that he wouldn’t fool himself when the time came to walk away from coaching again. But he felt he’d been treated fairly in Dallas. He still felt energized and challenged. He thought the Cowboys could have been a 12-win team if they’d kicked a few more field goals at the right times. He wanted to keep going. He signed the extension because he didn’t want to be viewed, especially by players thinking of signing with the Cowboys, as a lame-duck coach entering his last season. That wasn’t good for business.
The Giants thought they might lose their defensive coordinator, Tim Lewis, to a head coaching job. He interviewed with the Jets, Packers, Lions, and St. Louis Rams. Lewis was qualified. That hadn’t been enough for much of the NFL’s history for an assistant coach who was black, like Lewis, to earn a promotion. But the league had been pushing for three years to improve its minority hiring record. In late 2002, attorneys Johnnie Cochran and Cyrus Mehri had issued a scathing report about the NFL’s dismal hiring record with minority head coaches and had threatened to sue the league if it didn’t take action. Commissioner Paul Tagliabue and the owners responded by enacting a rule requiring each team with a head coaching vacancy to interview at least one minority candidate. The league had formed a workplace diversity committee headed by Pittsburgh Steelers owner Dan Rooney; the interviewing rule became widely known as the Rooney Rule. The efforts of Cochran and Mehri had led to the formation of a group called the Fritz Pollard Alliance, named for the first black head coach in NFL history in the 1920s, to promote diversity within the league.
The league had an all-time-high six African-American head coaches in the 2005 season, up from two in the season before the Rooney Rule went into effect. John Wooten, the chairman of the Fritz Pollard Alliance, figured that the Rams job would come down to Lewis and Ron Rivera and the Lions job would come down to Lewis and Steelers offensive line coach Russ Grimm. He was wrong. The Ramshired Miami Dolphins offensive coordinator Scott Linehan and the Lions hired Buccaneers defensive line coach Rod Marinelli. Only two of the ten head coaches hired league-wide in the hiring cycle were black, increasing the number of minority head coaches in the league to seven. Wooten thought the interviewing rule was being followed and working as it should, but he was troubled because league officials told him that the owners had not been as involved in hiring their teams’ coaches this time around as they’d been in the past. That, Wooten was promised, would change. In the meantime, the Giants still had their defensive coordinator, and teams around the league could stop worrying about reshuffling coaches and start focusing on the potential comings and goings of players.
But first some bigger problems had to be solved.


CHAPTER 3

January 9…New York
Gene Upshaw felt the clock ticking.
The executive director of the NFL Players Association, once a guard for the Oakland Raiders whose playing exploits had landed him in the Hall of Fame, always had been able to work smoothly with Commissioner Paul Tagliabue to craft the sport’s next collective bargaining agreement long before any hint of labor strife was on the horizon. Labor peace had become a major ingredient in the NFL’s winning formula.
But this time, Upshaw knew, things were different. The issues were tougher. The money was bigger. More was at stake.
It was a Monday and Upshaw had traveled to New York for a bargaining session. He’d been hopeful of some progress since this meeting had come on the heels of a break in negotiations. But there had been no breakthroughs. Not even close. Both sides seemed to be getting entrenched in their bargaining positions.
“They would tell you they made a significant move with their offer,” Upshaw said. “In our view they didn’t move at all. To us, we’re just rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic.”
The NFL was riding higher than any sports league in history. Its king-of-the-hill status had just been reinforced by a new set of national television contracts with Fox, CBS, NBC, ESPN, and DirecTV. The NBC and ESPN deals had been completed in April 2005, about five months after the Fox, CBS, and DirecTV contracts had been hammered out. The deals brought the NFL a substantial increase over the rights fees it had been earning from its previous set of TV contracts. The league would earn an average of more than $3.7 billion per season from the new contracts, or roughly $117 million per team annually, up from about $2.8 billion in the 2005 season under the old deals.
When the league launched this round of TV negotiations, industry analysts had maintained that the networks couldn’t afford another substantial increase in rights fees. But this was the NFL. It found a way not only to make the network executives believe they could afford it but also to convince them that they simply had to have the product the league was offering. Fox increased its annual rights fee for NFC games on Sunday afternoons from $550 million to $712.5 million. CBS upped its rights fee for Sunday afternoon AFC games from $500 million to $622.5 million per year. Those six-year contract extensions would run from the 2006 through the 2011 season. DirecTV extended its contract for its Sunday Ticket satellite package for five years through the 2010 season and agreed to increase its annual rights fee from $400 million to $700 million. ESPN took over Monday night games from ABC beginning in 2006. ESPN agreed to pay $1.1 billion per season in the eight-year contract, double the $550 million ABC had been paying. NBC got the Sunday night package formerly possessed by ESPN, and in a six-year contract beginning in 2006 agreed to pay the same $600 million per season ESPN had been paying.
In early 2006, the league decided it would, for the first time, show regular season games on the TV channel it owned, the NFL Network, beginning that fall. The two-year-old channel had carried only preseason games to that point. The league had been shopping an eight-game package of prime-time games on Thursday and Saturday nights to other networks. But in the end Tagliabue and the owners decided to keep the games for themselves. They decided they had enough money from TV rights fees; what they really needed was an asset. This way Tagliabue and the owners hoped they could get the NFL Network into far more U.S. households than the approximately 35 million it was in at the time and perhaps make cable and satellite companies pay more for the channel.
Even so, there remained that storm cloud on the NFL’s horizon. There were two fights about to take place, one pitting owners against owners and the other pitting owners against players. The twin tussles promised to be far nastier and more problematic than any that the sport had seen for quite sometime.
That’s what had Upshaw worried.
For decades, the owners had operated on the premise that keeping the teams on a relatively even financial footing was good for the competitive balance of the league, which in turn was good for the overall product that the owners were selling to the public. The all-for-one, one-for-all business model was held sacrosanct by the league’s old-guard owners. If the Green Bay Packers could compete evenly with the New York Giants, the reasoning went, more fans in more cities would watch and become hooked on the sport and every team would have a chance to be successful both on the field and on the accounting ledger. The owners didn’t want football to disintegrate like baseball into a sport of “have” and “have-not” franchises in which the New York Yankees and Boston Red Sox far outearned and outspent everyone else and only a handful of teams began each year with realistic hopes of being the final club left celebrating at the end of the season. When the 2006 Major League Baseball season began, the Yankees had a player payroll of $195 million and the Florida Marlins had one of $15 million. That didn’t mean that the Yankees would win the World Series, but it certainly gave them a greater margin for error to outspend their player evaluation mistakes. The NFL didn’t want any of its teams to have such a buffer.
In the NFL the teams shared revenues from national TV and radio contracts and national sponsorships equally. They pooled and evenly split the visiting club’s one-third portion of the gate receipts from each game. Each team received an equal portion of a 12 percent royalty on every NFL-branded piece of merchandise sold. After that, the clubs were pretty much on their own. When owners like Jerry Jones and Dan Snyder came into the sport, they found ways to exploit revenue streams they didn’t have to share
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