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PRAISE FOR THE LIONS FINALLY ROAR


“A very readable history about a lot more than the hapless team from Detroit. Because the Lions have long been owned by the Ford family, we learn much about the palace intrigues inside Ford Motor Co., especially those of William Clay Ford. Mr. Morris also gives readers a history of the automobile industry, from its heyday in the 1950s to the beginnings of its struggles in the 1970s. And because it’s Detroit, Mr. Morris delves into the racial politics and white flight that have made the city the symbol of American urban decay. This year, the Lions are considered one of the top three teams going into the new season. ‘The turnaround,’ Mr. Morris writes, ‘given all the history and all the misery that came before it, was beyond an astonishment. It was very nearly a miracle.’ ”

—The Wall Street Journal

“Things really are turning around for the Detroit Lions. Not only is this recently woeful team must-see TV for the first time since Barry Sanders’ retirement, they are the subject of the best new sports book I’ve read in years. Maybe it’s no coincidence that the Lions have inspired two great football epics—tough seasons make good literature—as George Plimpton’s Paper Lion is now joined in the motor city pantheon by Bill Morris’s The Lions Finally Roar. This is a truly excellent book, and, like only the best sports books, is about far more than the team or the game. It’s about the city and its people, from the auto industry aristocrats to the Strohs besotted lunatics in the cheap seats. Now that the Lions finally have their gridiron scribe, there will be no stopping them—a realization not easy for a Bears fan like myself. Here’s hoping Caleb Williams pans out!”

—Rich Cohen, author of Monsters: The 1985 Chicago Bears and the Wild Heart of Football

“I loved this book; and I’m not even a football fan. The Lions Finally Roar is to football what Roger Kahn’s The Boys of Summer is to baseball. You don’t have to be a follower of sports to find inspiration and entertainment in this superb history of American culture and of the rebirth of a great city.”

—Loren D. Estleman, author of the Amos Walker series

“A masterly chronicle of the most hapless team in football. Funny, insightful, and, for a long-suffering Lions fan like myself, surprisingly fun to read. A wise and winning book that’s a must for any fan of the game.”

—Taylor Plimpton, sportswriter and author of Notes from the Night: A Life After Dark

“From the long-lasting curse of Bobby Layne and the depths of the Matt Millen era into today’s sunlight as one of the NFL’s most promising teams, Bill Morris takes his readers on a rollicking journey. A splendid writer, astute chronicler of Detroit’s rich history, and son of Bill Ford’s personal ‘PR guy,’ Morris was the perfect author to tell this dramatic tale.”

—David Maraniss, author of When Pride Still Mattered: A Life of Vince Lombardi

“I don’t like sports. I particularly don’t like football. Which is why it’s so surprising how much I loved The Lions Finally Roar. Maybe it’s because it’s also a story of Detroit, which I do love, despite its complicated, crumbling, terrible, glorious, corrupt, iconoclastic, hubristic history. Morris gives us the low-down on how the team and the city could gradually rise from the ashes and finally find its own unique brand of redemption.”

—Michael Zadoorian, author of The Leisure Seeker

“The ‘hero’s journey’ has always been one fraught with incalculable danger, crushing failure and injurious self-doubt. Nowhere is this truer than the decades-long epic journey of the Detroit Lions. Bill Morris brilliantly documents this journey with fascinating insights, sometimes scathing humor and impenetrable detail that gives us a gridiron-level look at our Detroit Lions. And I say ‘our Detroit Lions’ because, like a tragic Greek play, Detroiters have always been the chorus singing in the worst of seasons, ‘We believe in you!’ ”

—Stephen Mack Jones, bestselling author of August Snow and Deus X
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For the people of Detroit, who survive everything America can dish out.





PREGAME

This book is a mongrel. It’s nonfiction, but it’s a mix of numerous breeds, including biography, history, reportage, memoir, and, when the record runs thin, informed speculation. The book is based on interviews (by the author and others) and such published sources as books, newspaper and magazine articles, web postings, podcasts, media guides, videos, newsreels, and scholarly articles. In the Notes section at the end of the book, the reader will find the sources of all quoted remarks and most statements of fact. When I’ve engaged in speculation I’ve announced it by such markers as “it’s likely” or “here’s a theory.” I have done my best to stick to the facts in my pursuit of the truth. Any errors are entirely the fault of the author.





FIRST QUARTER Going Down (1957–1973)






THE LAST HURRAH

    It’s noon on Sunday, Dec. 29, 1957. Briggs Stadium, the big sooty iceberg at the corner of Michigan and Trumbull just west of downtown Detroit, is already buzzing even though kickoff is still an hour away. The teams have just come out of their locker rooms to warm up—the hometown Lions in their Honolulu-blue jerseys and unadorned silver helmets and pants, the visiting Cleveland Browns all in white except for the orange globes of their helmets, an incongruous suggestion of sunshine and citrus on a team from that gray factory town where the combustible Cuyahoga River discharges its toxins into Lake Erie.

The winner of today’s game will be champions of the National Football League.

The two teams are old familiars. The Lions beat the Browns to win championships in 1952 and ’53 before losing to them, badly, in ’54. Now, as the players do calisthenics and run pass routes and boot balls high into the sky, puffs of steam shoot from their mouths. The temperature is hovering above freezing—nearly balmy by end-of-year Midwestern standards, when football games are often played on fields that have turned to viscous soup or frozen solid as a sidewalk. Today there will be no rain or sleet or snow. The field is dry, the winter grass patchy in spots, and the sun keeps peeking through a tattered cover of clouds. Even so, this is one of the shortest days of the year, and the banks of blazing lights that rim the stadium have already been turned on.

Among the 55,263 fans squeezed into the stadium on this day is a dapper man who prowls the press box like a caged puma. This is a roofed aerie atop the second deck that curls around the corner of the stadium where home plate stands in the summertime, a reminder that Briggs Stadium was built for baseball, not football—for Tigers, not Lions. From up here you look almost straight down at the field, a dizzying bird’s-eye view. The man pacing the press box stands apart from the blue-collar fans packing the seats beneath him. Instead of a nylon parka he wears a sleek camel hair overcoat and a cashmere scarf. There is no grease on the fingernails inside his leather gloves. A fedora rests atop his perfectly watered dark hair. He has been a Lions fan since he was a boy, and a year ago he bought into the 144-member syndicate that owns the team. Today, for the first time, he’ll find out how it feels to have skin in the game when a championship is on the line.

This is thirty-two-year-old William Clay Ford, the youngest grandson of auto pioneer Henry Ford, a man who was minted a multimillionaire the day he was born and has become richer, almost effortlessly, every day of his life. Now his personal wealth is beyond imagining, a hundred million dollars—a billion in today’s money—maybe more, maybe much more.

Ford stops pacing the press box and picks up a pair of binoculars so he can get a closer look at the activity on the field. His gaze lands on a man with a shock of yellow hair who’s dressed in street clothes and sitting on a bench beside a pair of crutches. The man’s right ankle is encased in a plaster cast. This is Bobby Layne, the Lions’ star quarterback, a hell-raising Texan whose ankle was shattered during a late-season win over these same Cleveland Browns. Losing Layne was typical of the adversity that has dogged this team since training camp. Buddy Parker, the coach who led the team to those back-to-back championships in 1952 and ’53, walked off the job in disgust just before the ’57 season began. “This,” he declared, “is the worst team in training camp I have ever seen—no life, no go. It’s a completely dead team.” One of Parker’s assistants, mild-mannered, untested George Wilson, had stepped into the coaching vacancy.

Then, during training camp, Layne got charged with drunken driving. He got off because the arresting officer, suddenly finding himself in an uncomfortably hot spotlight, decided that, well yes, come to think of it, he might have confused Layne’s Texas drawl with the slurred speech of a man who’d had a few too many—a suggestion put forward by Layne’s inventive defense lawyer. After the charges were dropped, the team’s trainer posted a sign in the locker room: “Ah ain’t drunk. Ah’m from Texas.” Everyone thought that was very funny.

Including Bill Ford, who finds himself drawn to these rowdy, rough, nearly unmanageable football players, especially Layne. Their go-to-hell attitude is so refreshing compared to the bean counters and brown-nosers you run into in the shiny new headquarters of Ford Motor Company, that icy palace known as the Glass House.

Now Ford’s binoculars come to rest on Tobin Rote, Layne’s backup, who’s firing warm-up passes, grinning, chattering with coaches. Rote, another Texan, is a guy with a rifle arm who loves to run over defenders, and he looks relaxed out there, confident, almost cocky. Rote’s aura chases away some of Ford’s anxiety over Layne’s injury. The Lions acquired Rote from the Green Bay Packers before the season in case something happened to Layne, and Rote has proved to be an invaluable insurance policy. After Layne’s injury, Rote came off the bench and cemented the victory over the Browns, then he brought the team back from a ten-point halftime deficit to beat the Chicago Bears in the regular season finale, followed by another comeback win over the San Francisco 49ers in the Western Conference playoff, a game made necessary by the two teams’ identical 8–4 records in the regular season. And so here the Lions are in the league championship game, riding a four-game winning streak, but battered, tired, and stretched thin, clear underdogs to the well-rested and dangerous Browns.

Watching Tobin Rote throw his warm-up tosses gives Bill Ford a warm feeling. The warmth increases when he notices his wife Martha—Martha Firestone, the rubber heiress from Akron—sitting there in her mink coat with the other Grosse Pointe wives, sipping a cup of hot chocolate, trying to get their daughters, nine-year-old Muffy and six-year-old Sheila, to quit darting around like a couple of deranged minnows. Infant son Billy is at home, but soon enough he’ll join these Sunday family pilgrimages. Bill Ford feels lucky. Martha married him for love not for money. Martha is in his corner, and she isn’t coming out.

It’s time, at last, for the kickoff. The Lions’ kicker blasts the ball through the Cleveland end zone for a touchback, an omen of things to come. From there the game unfolds like a waking dream. The Lions score the first three times they touch the ball, and by the end of the first quarter they hold a 17–0 lead. It doesn’t seem quite real to Bill Ford and a lot of other people in the stadium. After Cleveland’s Jim Brown, the Rookie of the Year, runs for a touchdown to keep the game within reach, the Lions fake a field goal and Rote lofts a touchdown pass to a wide-open receiver. The Browns are stunned. Then comes the backbreaker.

Just before halftime, Detroit’s defensive back Terry Barr snatches an interception at the Cleveland nineteen-yard line and scampers untouched into the end zone for a touchdown—a dagger that makes the score 31–7. After he crosses the goal line, Barr simply flips the ball to the referee and jogs back to the bench, tapping hands with teammates coming onto the field for the extra-point kick. Barr doesn’t slam the ball into the turf, or do a dance, or run toward the nearest camera, or leap into the air while bumping his teammates’ helmets and chests. Why would he? He has simply done what he’s expected to do, what he’s paid to do. The message behind the subdued behavior of Barr and his teammates is clear: in 1957, sports have not yet devolved into just another branch of American showbiz.

Late in the fourth quarter, with dusk descending and the outcome decided, Bill Ford scans the crowd. He’s hoarse from yelling. For the first time he tastes the iron in the breeze coming off the nearby river. As the clock ticks down, he realizes that everyone is standing, bouncing up and down—the whole building is shaking. A couple of jokers in the faraway centerfield bleachers have stripped off their shirts and they’re dancing in the aisles, no doubt fueled by repeat doses of Stroh’s beer and some antifreeze with a stronger kick. Bill Ford realizes he is witnessing delirium.

The final score is an astonishment: Lions 59, Browns 14. Tobin Rote has passed for four touchdowns and run for another. Though no one knows it, Rote’s performance will stand as the pinnacle of his seventeen-year career, much as this day will stand as the last hurrah for the Detroit Lions, who are about to embark on six and half decades of unrelenting futility. But that’s the future. Now fans are streaming onto the field as the players carry around Joe Schmidt, Detroit’s star linebacker and cocaptain, on their shoulders. Fans join in the scrum. A city’s delirium is turning into pandemonium.

It has seeped into the locker room by the time Bill Ford pushes his way through the cigar smoke and champagne spray and bear hugs. He’d gotten word that Joe Schmidt and his roommate, the defensive lineman Gene Cronin, planned to throw a postgame party, win or lose. After congratulating Cronin, Ford says, “I hear you and Joe are having a party.”

“Yeah,” Cronin says uneasily, not sure where this is going.

Ford surprises him. “Can Martha and I come?”

Cronin is in just his second season in Detroit, but that’s long enough to figure out that you don’t say no to a member of the syndicate that owns the team, especially if his name is Ford. Cronin gives him directions.

Driving to the party in his Continental Mark II with the heater roaring to chase away Martha’s chill, Bill Ford realizes that what he loves about this day—what he loves about this game and this team and its fans—is that it all happens inside the chalked lines of the playing field, an orderly, violent, thrilling world that exists outside the suffocating world he grew up in and is expected to remain in forever, playing by its rigid rules, locked inside the walls of the Ford family fortune and the Ford Motor Company. But what Bill Ford witnessed inside Briggs Stadium today might be a chance to step away from the family and the company, a chance to be emperor of his own world. As he pulls up in front of Schmidt and Cronin’s apartment, the idea might come to Bill Ford almost as an epiphany, unassailable, the perfect way out of his cage: I should buy the Detroit Lions.

The party is already at full roar, and Bill Ford dives right in. “So he and Martha showed up,” Cronin said later, “and at the end of the night they had to carry him out.”

It isn’t the last time Bill Ford will celebrate a little too much after a Detroit Lions game. But it is the last time in his long life he will celebrate them winning a championship.





BIRTH OF THE CURSE

Bill Ford didn’t act on his urge to buy the Lions right after their 1957 championship win. He decided to sit back and study the team’s ownership syndicate, the front office and the coaching staff, how they operated, how they related to the players.

He didn’t like what he saw. With Layne and Rote platooning at quarterback, the team got whipped in the 1958 season opener by the Baltimore Colts, 28–15—no cause for alarm since the Colts, led by their rising star quarterback Johnny Unitas, were favorites to win the Western Division. But the next Sunday the Lions played to an uninspired 13–13 tie with the lowly Green Bay Packers, who were on their way to a one-win season. Coach George Wilson criticized both of his quarterbacks for their play calling, and the Detroit News later reported that Layne had showed up tipsy for a team meeting the day before the Green Bay game.

The Monday morning after that game, Wilson’s telephone rang. The caller was Buddy Parker, his predecessor in Detroit, now head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers. Parker, known as a wheeler-dealer, had engineered the savvy trade for Tobin Rote while he was in Detroit, but on this morning he was on a routine mission to ask if Wilson could send him some game film. Wilson’s mind was elsewhere. Ever since training camp he’d been thinking that Layne would soon turn thirty-two, getting old by NFL standards, and that he had ended the past two seasons on the bench—with the broken ankle in ’57 and with a concussion the year before. As his injuries piled up, Layne had begun to change. When he was in his prime, Wilson recalled, Layne didn’t chew out a lineman for missing a block, even if the quarterback got flattened as a result of the miscue. Layne would give the lineman a wink and tell him to forget it, and the lineman would make sure he didn’t miss the block next time. But when the hits—and the injuries—kept coming, Wilson noticed that Layne began to cuss out his teammates, and they began to lose respect for him. To top it off, there was Layne’s carousing and a growing chorus of whispers that his love of gambling didn’t stop at the poker table—that he gambled on NFL games, possibly on Lions games. As brilliant as he still was at times, Layne had become a distraction. Platooning quarterbacks was obviously not working, and so, Walker decided, something had to give. He surprised Parker with a question that had nothing to do with game film: “Would you like to trade for a quarterback?”

“Who?” Parker asked.

“Bobby Layne.”

There was silence on the Pittsburgh end of the line. When Parker got hold of himself, he said that yes, he would indeed like to talk about trading for Bobby Layne. By the time the phone call ended, the deal was done. Detroit would ship Layne to Pittsburgh in exchange for Earl Morrall, a promising young quarterback who’d been the second pick in the 1956 draft, plus two future draft picks. With Tobin Rote as his starter and Morrall serving as backup—and with the headache of Bobby Layne forever gone—George Wilson felt it had been a productive morning.

Now he had to break the news to Layne. Wilson had expected Layne to drop by the team’s office to pick up his paycheck, but Layne had gone out to Metro Airport to meet his wife, Carol, who was flying in from their home in Lubbock, Texas. Worried that news of the trade would reach Layne, Wilson frantically called the airport and had him paged.

As the couple was leaving the airport, they heard the page. When Layne picked up the phone he heard Wilson blurt it out: “I’ve got to tell you something I don’t want to.” The bottom fell out for Layne. He knew instantly that he’d been traded. When the call ended, a stricken Layne turned to his wife and said, “It seems to me he could’ve sat down across a desk and looked at me and told me—long as I’ve been here.”

Carol tried to soothe him. “He probably wanted to make sure you knew it before you heard it on the radio or read it in the paper.”

“Maybe,” Layne replied, not sounding convinced. “But you can’t tell me it happened that sudden. I don’t believe they had a meetin’ and everybody said, ‘Aye’ or raised their hands just like that. It wasn’t just one day. There had to have been some talk before.”

By the time Layne arrived at Briggs Stadium to clean out his locker, the news was on the street and a posse of reporters was waiting for him. Ever ready with a colorful quote, Layne on that day produced no dazzlers, delivering instead a litany of platitudes mixed with expressions of bruised feelings. “It’s just one of those things, I guess they always work out for the best,” he began, before veering into more personal territory. “It hurts quite a bit…. I haven’t got a lot to complain about, I guess… but regardless of what people think of me, I gave my heart and soul to play football. I really tried to play my best. I’ve got an awful lot of friends here, and I hate to leave.”

Many of Layne’s teammates—and virtually all of the team’s fans—hated to see him leave. “It makes me sick,” said the Lions’ popular linebacker Joe Schmidt, a future Hall of Famer. “I think it’s a big mistake. He’s still a damned good quarterback.” Rookie defensive lineman Alex Karras, also destined for the Hall of Fame, chimed in: “My reaction, like everyone else, was ‘Why?’ No one could give us a real good explanation, and that disturbed a lot of us. Once he was gone the team just wasn’t what it used to be.” As for the why, Karras speculated: “It must have been something he must have done that wasn’t good for the NFL.”

Something like gambling on games, possibly shaving points?

On his way out the door, Layne may or may not have uttered words that were destined to become an urban legend in Detroit: This team will not win for another fifty years.



And so was born the Curse of Bobby Layne. Real or imagined, it was destined to have a long life in Detroit, beginning the very next morning when the newspapers hit the street. LAYNE TRADED TO THE STEELERS shouted the Detroit Free Press headline at the top of the front page, above the paper’s name and stories about the fading health of Pope Pius XII and the ongoing walkout by autoworkers at GM and Chrysler—two major stories in a city with a large Catholic population and a thriving auto industry. The paper’s play of the three stories made it clear: Bobby Layne’s departure was bigger news in Detroit than a dying pope or another UAW strike.

The Pittsburgh papers were a bit more restrained in their coverage. The Post-Gazette played the story on the front page, but below a banner headline about the pope’s health and a story about a riot in a London theater during a showing of the new Elvis Presley movie, King Creole. The Pittsburgh Press, meanwhile, welcomed “the swashbuckling roustabout” who would now lead the Steelers’ offense.

The day after the trade, Tobin Rote pulled a muscle in his right leg during practice, and the Free Press ran two stories, the first drumbeats in a coming string of stories implying that the team was cursed. WHAT A MESS! ROTE HURT DURING LION DRILL read one headline. The other was a bit mistier: LION MORALE HITS BOTTOM AFTER TRADE. The writer of the latter story, George Puscas, quoted an unnamed Lion player uttering a complaint that sounded suspiciously like a product of sportswriter’s license: “Did you ever see a team with Morrall and no morale?” Whether the quote was fabricated or not, Rote and Morrall both played in the next game, an unimpressive 42–28 loss to the Los Angeles Rams. The team would stumble to a 4–7–1 season and a fifth-place finish. Behind Layne, meanwhile, the Steelers clawed their way to a 7–4–1 record, their best mark in more than a decade. Curse or no curse, the twin foundation stones had been set in place for the Lions’ coming decades of futility: quarterback controversies and a revolving door in the head coach’s office.



Bill Ford took note of all this, especially the fact that George Wilson had been free to make a blockbuster trade on the spur of the moment, without consulting Ford or the other members of the team’s board of directors. Ford did not see this as an organizational flaw. After watching his big brother Henry II transform Ford Motor Company from a chaotic mess into a humming profit machine over the past dozen years, Bill Ford must have seen the loose structure of the Detroit Lions as enticing. The team had no executive committee or policy committee, no bean counters to thwart a man’s dreams. If the coach was free to engineer a major trade without consulting any higher-ups, imagine the power a sole owner would have! He could dictate the hiring and firing of coaches and general managers, the drafting and trading of specific players, even the price of tickets…

The gears were turning, but Bill Ford was not ready to pounce just yet. First he needed to sort out the palace intrigues that were poisoning the atmosphere on the board of directors and seeping into the team’s performance on the field. After their championship season and the Bobby Layne trade, the Lions would stumble through two losing seasons and back-to-back fifth-place finishes. Where others saw failure, Bill Ford saw opportunity.





BORN UNDER A BAD SIGN

    One source of the palace intrigues poisoning the team’s ownership syndicate was that time-tested soap opera staple: a romance between a middle-aged man and a much younger woman. The star of this particular soap opera was D. Lyle Fife, owner of an electrical supply company and one of the seven wealthy businessmen who had bought the last-place, money-losing Detroit Lions in 1948 for the fire-sale price of $165,000. The team’s presidency, an unpaid post, was awarded to Fife, the vice presidency to fellow co-owner Edwin J. Anderson, head of the local Goebel’s brewery, a natty dresser with furry eyebrows and a fondness for feathered Alpine hats. At the time of the sale, according to the New York Times, the owners planned to expand the seven-man syndicate to fifty members or more, a group that would eventually grow to 144 and come to include William Clay Ford.

In the middle of the 1949 season, Fife had filed for divorce from his wife of thirty-three years so he could marry his secretary, Judy Hohnstine. Hell hath no fury—another soap opera staple—and Fife’s wife had promptly filed a countersuit, charging that her husband “had fled to Europe with another woman.” The men in the upper echelons of Detroit society—which generally meant the upper echelons of the auto industry—observed an unwritten code that extra marital affairs were to be kept quiet and, above all, must never be allowed to interfere with a decades-old marriage. Detroit has always been a provincial town where appearances matter, and the Lions’ board of directors was very much a product of that time and place. Its members, like Mrs. Fife, were not pleased with this unseemly breach of the code. It was Anderson who’d suggested that Fife slip away to Europe with his young bride until the dust settled in Detroit.

Anderson had kept in touch with Fife during his European exile/honeymoon. One day Anderson cabled: “Things are tight, suggest you resign.” Fife obliged. Anderson replaced him as president, and Fife was reduced to watching from the sidelines as the Lions entered their glory phase, winning four division titles and three NFL championships in the next eight seasons. Fife may have been the forgotten co-owner, but he was not yet gone.



Fast forward almost a decade later to the summer of 1958, months before the Bobby Layne trade. Anderson got bounced from his job as president of the Goebel’s brewery, and the Lions’ directors, including newcomer Bill Ford, were convinced that Anderson had gotten sacked because he had devoted so much time and energy to turning the team into champions. As a reward for his devotion, the board named Anderson general manager and gave him a handsome salary of $40,000 a year.

But the palace intrigues continued to fester, and by 1961 the Lions were embroiled in a bare-knuckled proxy fight for control of the team. Fife wanted his old post back, but Bill Ford, after his years of watching and waiting, had replaced Anderson as president and was solidly in favor of keeping him on as general manager. Fife tried to convince his fellow shareholders that Anderson, as president and general manager, had “mismanaged” the team to three championships, had negotiated an “unsatisfactory” television contract that was the third most lucrative in the league, and had let Tobin Rote play out his option and walk away to the Canadian Football League.

“Regardless of this,” Sports Illustrated reported in early 1961, “Anderson has been a good manager and, more important, he has William Ford on his side. Ford… issued a statement in full support of Anderson.” Ford also gave a clunky quote to the New York Times, saying the proxy fight “comes at a time when we should be able to devote full efforts to the difficult task of signing recent draft choices and is ill-timed.”

When the stockholders voted on Feb. 23, the Ford-Anderson faction won handily. In the heat of battle before the vote, Henry II had offered his youngest brother a typically blunt suggestion: “Why don’t you just take over, Bill?”

He was working on it.



Since taking over the unpaid post of team president in 1961, Bill Ford had grown close to many of the players. He attended all games, home and away, and became a fixture in the locker room after games, offering congratulations or condolences. He once flew from London to Baltimore to watch the Lions play the Colts, then promptly flew back to London after the game. When flights out of Detroit were grounded by inclement weather on the day the Lions were in Chicago playing the Bears late in the 1961 season, Ford was reduced to watching the game at home on TV. With the Lions trailing 15–9 late in the fourth quarter, Ford became so incensed by a Lions miscue that, in an Elvisoidal outburst, he kicked a hole in the TV screen. Realizing the game wasn’t over yet, Ford rushed to the servants’ quarters and found a radio just in time to hear the announcer describe Terry Barr catching the game-tying touchdown pass. The extra point kick sealed a 16–15 victory. A sheepish Ford vowed that his days of kicking holes in TV screens were over. At home games, Ford screamed himself hoarse in the press box, as he had been doing at least since that championship game in 1957. No one doubted that Bill Ford cared deeply about the team.

Occasionally Ford took select players on duck-hunting trips at a private reserve in Canada, where they stayed in a plush log cabin and enjoyed catered meals and an open bar. “It was such a good time,” recalled linebacker Wayne Walker. “[Ford] was just, in those situations, one of the guys. It was truly great.”

Early in the decade Ford took the players to a Ford factory and let them pick out any car they wanted. He even paid the insurance. For a player making $6,000 or less a year—about $60,000 in today’s money—a free car was a spectacular perk. But the largesse lasted just one year because most of the players crashed their cars.

After victories, players gathered at Joe Schmidt’s Golden Lion restaurant in Grosse Pointe, for what one player called “spirit parties.” Pat Studstill, a flanker and punter, recalled, “We had a real close team at that time. This was ’62, and we kind of thought he was looking to buy the club. I’m pretty sure he kind of put out a ‘Should I buy the club?’ ”

Apparently the answer from the players was yes, because by mid-October 1963 Ford was finally ready to drop what he called his “bombshell.” At the Detroit Lions’ annual board of directors meeting, he made a $6 million offer to buy out his 143 fellow shareholders. If the deal went through, it would be the most money ever paid for an American sports franchise at that time, and it represented a handsome return for every member of the syndicate. After minimal debate, the board of directors voted to accept the offer. Now the deal would be put to a vote of the entire syndicate.I

When the Lions’ co-owners gathered at the Statler Hilton Hotel in downtown Detroit on Nov. 22 for a formal vote, 94 percent of the shares were in favor of the sale. Bill Ford was now sole owner of the Detroit Lions, subject to approval by the rest of the NFL owners, which was seen as a formality. After the vote, an ebullient Ford and a handful of friends and supporters moved to the hotel dining room for a celebratory luncheon. On the way, Ford turned to his executive assistant Dick Morris and said, “I tell you what, we’re not going to have great big tables with twenty guys sitting around for board meetings.” With a triumphant laugh, he added: “I’m going to hold my board meetings in a phone booth!” The die of sole ownership was already cast.

As the men were studying their menus, a waitress approached the table with a stricken look on her face and asked if they had heard about President Kennedy. Bill Ford’s first reaction was to wait for the punch line. John F. Kennedy had once enjoyed the highest approval ratings of any postwar president. Even after the embarrassing Bay of Pigs fiasco during the early months of his presidency, Kennedy got a counterintuitive rise in approval—to a stratospheric 83 percent. He got another bounce from his cool-headed handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, just in time for the midterm elections. But by the fall of 1963 his approval rating had plummeted to a dismal 56 percent, the lowest of his presidency, which meant that barely half of the American electorate felt he was doing a good job. People were beginning to make jokes about the poor little rich boy from Massachusetts—“sick” jokes, in the opinion of Bill Ford, a poor little rich boy from Michigan—and with the 1964 election just twelve months away, Democratic party higher-ups were beginning to fret that the incumbent might not win reelection.

Instead of delivering a punch line, the waitress told the men at the table that the president had been shot dead in Dallas.

“It turned into a sad, terrible day,” Ford would muse years later. “It’s a terrible coincidence that both of these things would occur around the same time. But there were a couple of times over the years when some things happened to us that you just couldn’t figure out why or how it happened, and you’d briefly think if there’s some kind of stigma attached to anything else that may have taken place that awful day.”

Fifty years after that awful day, a team historian would write: “For those who believe in omens, it seems fitting that the William Clay Ford era—an ongoing half-century span of controversy, turmoil, and tragedy on and off the field—began on the auspicious date of Nov. 22, 1963.”

Omen, stigma, curse. Call it what you will, the Ford family’s ownership of the Detroit Lions was born under the very worst kind of bad sign.


	I. Ford’s historic offer must be seen in perspective. In today’s dollars it amounts to about $59 million, which has led many people to think of Bill Ford as a savvy investor—since the team is now worth $3 billion, based on such factors as stadium deal, revenue, operating income, and debt. But there is only one team in the thirty-two-team league today that’s worth less: the small-market Cincinnati Bengals. The most valuable franchise, the expansion Dallas Cowboys, which has branded itself as “America’s Team,” is worth nearly three times as much as the Lions. Yes, Bill Ford did well with his investment, but other owners have done far, far better.







A Degas Bronze and a Job Offer

    A few days before Christmas 1963, Bill Ford checked into a suite in the Plaza Hotel overlooking New York’s Central Park. The Lions had just completed a losing season, and Ford was not happy with his expensive new toy. He burned with a desire to return the team to its glory years of the 1950s, when it won four Western Conference titles and three NFL championships. Bill Ford had always followed his instincts—a luxury available to the very rich—and now his gut was telling him that if he wanted to make the Lions his own and turn them back into champions, he would have to make changes at the top. He had an idea where to begin.

Traveling with Ford was his executive assistant Dick Morris, who Ford referred to as “my PR guy.” Morris had been working as a reporter at the Washington Post a dozen years earlier when Ford Motor Company recruiters wooed him to Detroit to join their expanding public relations staff on the eve of the company’s fiftieth anniversary in 1953. After writing speeches and press releases and performing assorted duties for Bill Ford’s eldest brother, Henry Ford II, Morris was tasked with promoting Bill Ford’s dream car, the elegant but ill-fated Continental Mark II. Bill Ford and Dick Morris were unalike in many ways: Motor City royalty vs. the son of a Southern college professor; Yale vs. the University of Georgia; a wiry, nearly fragile man vs. a big solid guy who, at 6'2" and 225 pounds, looked like he could hold his own in a scrape; a resident of gilded Grosse Pointe vs. a mid-level executive who had just moved his growing family from an apartment on the West Side of Detroit into a modest frame house in the northern suburb of Birmingham, a rung below posh Bloomfield Hills, the other Grosse Pointe.

Yet these two men found that they had things in common that transcended their divergent backgrounds and the usual protocols that separate employer and employee. For one thing, they were always impeccably groomed and dressed, a couple of clothes horses in the thoroughbred class. For another, they both loved to play golf, they both loved to watch the Detroit Lions play football, and they were both avid participants in the car world’s rococo drinking culture. After working and traveling and drinking together for ten years, they had moved beyond the standard boss-employee arrangement and had arrived at something very much like a friendship. They made each other laugh, which proved to be no small thing. Whenever Bill Ford said something funny, which he seemed to do a lot, Dick Morris did a tightly choreographed little dance—he would bend forward at the waist and one knee would kick upward like a piston as he unleashed a belly laugh. Morris was a flesh-and-blood laugh track. He was Ed McMahon to Ford’s Johnny Carson.

After the men had finished unpacking their bags, Ford announced that he needed to run a little errand. “I’ve got to go shopping for My Relative,” he said. “She’s got something at some art gallery she wants for Christmas.”

The Fords, like many wealthy families, were big on pet names. Bill Ford’s grandmother Clara was Callie. His sister Josephine was Dodie. His eldest daughter Martha was Muffy. But Bill went beyond these family-wide terms of endearment and created droll monikers of his own that tended to have an edge. His wife Martha, as Dick Morris knew, was My Relative. Van Patrick, the stentorian announcer of Lions games on radio and TV, was The Voice. Tex Schramm, the general manager of the Dallas Cowboys known for his liberal reading of league rules, was Loophole. Big brother Henry II’s second wife, the beautiful Italian divorcée Cristina Vettore Austin, would be known as The Pizza Queen. (Henry II’s daughters by his first marriage took the barb a step further and called this usurper The Dago.) Bill Ford’s mother-in-law, Martha Parke Firestone, owned a museum-worthy collection of couture clothing that led Bill to dub her The Living Doll. And in Bill’s eyes, his eldest brother Henry II was, always and forever, Lard Ass.

Bill Ford and Dick Morris walked the two blocks down Fifth Avenue to the art gallery on 57th Street. The nation was still numb from the assassination of President John F. Kennedy a month earlier. Did the two men talk about the assassination as they walked? Or did they talk about something closer to home: last week’s death of Dinah Washington, the famous singer and wife of the Lions’ star defensive back Dick “Night Train” Lane, who died in her bed at the age of thirty-nine, a vial of sedatives on the night table beside her?

Ford and Morris probably steered clear of such topics. They were out on the town yet again, far from home and wives and kids, a moment of escape when weighty matters were not on the menu. As soon as they entered the art gallery, a woman came sweeping toward them. “Oh, Mr. Ford, I’m so delighted to see you again!”

She led the men to a private viewing room at the rear of the gallery where a shrouded object stood on a table. With a flourish the woman removed the covering to reveal a sculpture: a gorgeous bronze schoolgirl by Edgar Degas.

The two men circled the sculpture for a long moment without speaking while the art dealer prattled on about how Mrs. Ford had absolutely fallen in love with the little schoolgirl the instant she’d laid eyes on her. Bill Ford, who had grown up in a mansion filled with artistic masterpieces, cut the woman off. “Well,” he said, “if that’s what Martha wants, I guess that’s what I’m going to get her.” Then he made arrangements to have the sculpture shipped to Grosse Pointe in time for Christmas.

On the way back to the hotel, Morris was in a daze, trying to sort out what he’d just witnessed. He was no appraiser of fine art, but he had a keen sense of the value of things, and he was guessing that the sculpture had to be worth at least $100,000, probably more. Easily enough to put all four of his children through college, with plenty to spare. (Today such Degas bronzes fetch about $20 million at auction.) Finally he managed to say, “That’s a beautiful piece, Bill. Martha will be thrilled with it.”

Ford didn’t respond.

“I listened to the transaction back there pretty closely,” Morris went on, “and I never heard anyone mention the price of the thing.”

“I don’t know what the price was.”

“Weren’t you curious?”

“No, I wasn’t curious. If she wants it, she gets it.”

Morris had a pair of reactions to this astonishing nonchalance. F. Scott Fitzgerald was right, he was thinking, the rich really are different from the rest of us; and the old cliché is true—if you have to ask the price of something, you can’t afford it. Those reactions, while not inaccurate, missed a subtle point. Nelson W. Aldrich Jr., an insightful chronicler of American wealth, noted that people of Bill Ford’s class neglect to ask the price of a Degas bronze not only because they know they can afford it but because any mention of money would tarnish the experience of acquiring it. Rich people don’t buy things, Aldrich wrote: “They ‘discover’ their treasures in antique stores or ‘find’ them in galleries. The process is one of ingestion, not purchase…. The whole point of inculcating the peculiar aesthetic of the class is to lift its habit above the quick and nasty transactions of the cash nexus to the exalted plane of disinterested delight.”

When they got back to their suite at the Plaza at dusk, Bill Ford didn’t exhibit any visible delight, disinterested or otherwise, at having ingested a Degas bronze. With the Christmas lights of Central Park beginning to sparkle down below, the men poured a couple of drinks, Ford launched into a familiar rant about his displeasure with the Lions’ general manager, Edwin Anderson. In those premerger years, the National Football League and the rival American Football League held separate drafts, which resulted in some sharp competition for the top college talent. During the 1964 drafts, held just a few weeks earlier, Anderson had persuaded the team’s front office, including Ford, to use their first-round pick to draft Pete Beathard, a highly prized quarterback out of Southern Cal. The Kansas City Chiefs of the AFL also drafted Beathard—then made an eye-popping offer: a $15,000 signing bonus, a two-year no-cut contract at $20,000 a year, a new car, a free apartment, and shares of a pay-TV company. The maraschino atop that frothy sundae was a paid-up life insurance policy.

“That kind of money is ridiculous,” Ford said when the details of the contract hit the papers. “If we gave that sort of offer, it would wreck our whole ball club. It would have been the most damaging thing possible for team morale. No one rookie can be worth that much. It’s good riddance for me at those prices.”

This from a man who had just bought a Degas sculpture without bothering to ask the price.

Beathard wound up signing with Kansas City—and the Lions wound up getting nothing with their precious first-round pick. It was not the first time a Lions draft pick had been plucked away by the upstart AFL. In fact, it was the third time in the past four years it had happened, which gave the Lions the distinction of being the worst losers in the accelerating money war between the rival leagues. It also gave the organization an unshakeable reputation for being cheap. Bill Ford laid the blame on Edwin Anderson, and now he reminded Morris that he wasn’t the only one who was fed up with the general manager. The players had hanged Anderson in effigy from a goal post a few years earlier, and a macabre photograph had gone out on the national wire services.

His tirade over, Ford refilled the two glasses and lit a fresh cigarette. “I’ve got the Lions now and I’m putting together an organization,” he said to Morris. After a long pause he added, “I’d like for you to be my general manager.”

Morris coughed on his bourbon, though this wasn’t the first time Ford had made an outlandish offer. During the recent drafts, the Green Bay Packers of the NFL took a center out of Holy Cross named Jon Morris with the twenty-seventh overall pick, while the Boston Patriots of the AFL took him with the league’s twenty-ninth pick. Morris, worried that he might not be able to cut it with the powerful Packers, opted to sign with the Patriots.

Shortly after the draft, Dick Morris had mentioned to Bill Ford in passing that a nephew of his named Jon Morris had just signed a contract with Boston that paid him a $10,000 signing bonus, $13,000 for his first season and a guaranteed $17,000 for his second. And, Morris added with a chuckle, his nephew didn’t know what to do with all that money, so he went out and paid cash for a candy-apple-red Pontiac convertible.

“Why didn’t you say something?” Ford had said at the time. “We could have drafted him!”

Dick Morris was flabbergasted. Ford had not asked, “What does the scouting report say on Jon Morris?” Or even: “Have you seen him play? Is he any good?” In that moment, Morris realized that Ford would have drafted a player, sight unseen, simply because he was a relative of someone in his inner circle. And now, even though he was unwilling to match Kansas City’s offer for Pete Beathard, he was blaming Edwin Anderson for letting another top prospect slip away.

Morris asked himself: What are the chances of success in an organization that’s run like that?

If Morris had been flabbergasted by Ford’s offer to draft a player sight unseen, this job offer knocked him flat. Coinciding with Ford’s recent takeover of the Lions, CBS had signed a two-year, $28 million contract to televise NFL games, which added $1 million a year to each team’s bottom line and made Ford look like a genius investor. Pro football was now a big and growing industry, and Dick Morris, a former newspaperman who’d spent the past dozen years promoting cars he didn’t know or care much about, was being invited to take on a job he knew precisely nothing about. That job involved a set of specific skills—understanding the game of football, for starters, plus scouting college players, deciding on draft picks, engineering trades, and negotiating contracts while, above all, keeping the fans and a demanding, hands-on owner happy. Aside from his immaculate lack of qualifications, Morris had another reason for demurring.

“Bill,” he said, “that’s a very fine compliment, but I don’t know that I’d be your man. I have some serious doubts.”

“Oh, you can handle it with your left hand,” Ford retorted.

It was a characteristic thing for a person of Ford’s class to say—this sense, born of privilege, that brains and class and a little effort could overcome any challenge and that success, like money, just fell out of the sky.

Sipping his drink, Dick Morris came to a decision. It was time to let Bill Ford know the deeper reason for his demurral. “I’ll seriously consider taking the GM job,” he said, “if you’ll do something about that guy sitting on that table there”—he pointed at the bottle—“Mr. Jack Daniel from Lynchburg, Tennessee.”

Now it was Ford’s turn to be flabbergasted. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“I’m not kidding. I’m worried about it. We’re both doing it too much, and I think you’re getting to the point where it’s serious and I want to tell you that as both a friend and an employee. And I’m not going to undertake the responsibility of running your football team if the drinking continues at the level it’s now going.”

“Well, maybe you’ve got a point,” Ford conceded. But he quickly came back to himself. He was not a man accustomed to getting lectured by an employee or hearing no for an answer. There was a hint of acid in his next question: “Are you turning me down?”

“No, but I don’t think it’s going to work without your help.”

They dropped the conversation, finished their drinks, then hit the town.

That job offer set the tone for everything that was to come.





THE LONG LOST WEEKEND

Dick Morris was not imagining things. By all accounts, Bill Ford’s drinking had become excessive even by the elastic standards of the Motor City. The Lions provided a perfect pretext for Ford to get loaded: if the team won, he had a cause for celebration; if they lost, he had an excuse for drowning his sorrows. Unlike big brother Henry II, who could pound down the scotch and Pommard wine and raise hell and then show up early for work the next morning, ready to go—he claimed he didn’t get hangovers—Bill’s drinking was becoming dark and debilitating.

He started staying up late and showing up at his Design Center office late, if he showed up at all. The joke went like this: “Where can you always park at the Design Center? In Bill Ford’s space. He’s never here.” His wife Martha learned to feed the children a predinner snack to tide them over until their father got home from work, usually late and usually with more than a few drinks humming in his bloodstream. And his appearance was beginning to suffer. The sharp good looks he’d inherited from his father were giving way to bloat. His eyes wore a permanent glaze.

Dick Morris understood as well as anyone why Bill Ford had taken off on his long lost weekend with no indication when, or if, Monday would arrive. It all went back to that spring day in 1956 when Bill Ford, swaddled in a hip cast after tearing an Achilles tendon, hobbled on crutches into the room where Ford Motor Company’s executive committee was going to determine the fate of Bill’s baby, the elegant Continental Mark II, arguably the most beautiful car the company had ever produced.

Operating on a wing and a prayer, as he put it, Bill Ford had cobbled together a dedicated team of stylists, engineers, body designers, and publicists, and they set about producing a new luxury car from scratch. These were young men, thirtyish like Bill Ford, driven, passionate, willing to work seven days a week. They sweated over every detail—the hood ornament, door handles, ashtrays, the thickness of the needles on the instrument gauges, the best way to announce the car to the public, and the best way to promote it.

“There was more attention paid to detail in that car than anything I’ve ever been exposed to before or since,” Ford stated years later.

The quality of the workmanship and materials were sacrosanct to Bill Ford, and he resisted all attempts to cut corners. When Lewis Crusoe, who now ran Ford Division, suggested replacing the distinctive star hood ornament with a cheap plastic one, Bill Ford fought him off like an alley cat. He reminded Crusoe—who he derided as “a farmer”—that the purpose of the Mark II was to rekindle memories of the original Continental, the pet project of Bill and Henry II’s father, Edsel, a design so classic that it had been displayed recently at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The Mark II was a worthy successor with its clean lines, long hood, and short trunk deck with a trademark bulge for the spare tire. In an age when Detroit stylists were laying on the chrome and gewgaws, the car was a masterpiece of restraint, a testament to Bill Ford’s refined taste. He had big plans to add a four-door model to the original two-door offering. It would break Cadillac’s monopoly on the luxury market and, for good measure, help Ford take a major step toward a divisional structure like the one that had made General Motors into a colossus. The car was, in Bill Ford’s eyes, a sophisticated form of advertising. Its prestige would rub off on all other Ford products.

Before the car debuted in October 1955, Dick Morris helped put together a promotional tour, a “dog and pony show” in Bill Ford’s words, that traveled across the country, from New York to Chicago, Dallas, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, where they showed roped-off models to enthusiastic crowds. In L.A., Frank Sinatra insisted on being the first owner of a Mark II. Elvis Presley and Liz Taylor were also early buyers. The car buff magazines anointed the car an instant classic.

But Bill Ford was laid up in his hip cast shortly after the car’s stellar debut, and he missed the chance to defend his pet project against the machinations of backstabbing Lewis Crusoe, who regarded the car as a costly vanity project for the founder’s youngest grandson. Crusoe was determined to kill it.

Ernie Breech, the chairman, a man Bill Ford viewed as a bean-counting Ozark hillbilly, opened the executive committee meeting by reminding the room that the company had just gone public and now they all had to answer to stockholders, and he was not going to go to his first annual meeting and admit that he’d approved building a car that lost a thousand dollars per unit, no matter how pretty it was.

And there sat Bill Ford’s eldest brother, Henry II—Bill still called Henry Lard Ass and Henry still called Bill the Kid, boyhood invective that would follow both men to their graves—and Bill could see that Henry II, now president of the company and an ardent acolyte of Ernie Breech, was just sitting there drinking in his mentor’s little sermon, not a word of support for his kid brother.

After a fast start with the 1956 models, sales of the $10,000 car had dropped off—dropped off a cliff, Bill Ford had to admit—and suddenly Ernie Breech, Lewis Crusoe, Bob McNamara, and the rest of the bean counters were yammering about the unprofitability of a car that was never intended to be a money-maker. The sonsabitches were moving the goal posts in the middle of the game! These were the cost-conscious geniuses who were about to roll the dice on a $350 million gamble called the Edsel. After Breech had finished his sermon, McNamara, king of the bean counters, had rattled off the statistics that proved beyond a doubt, at least to his steel-trap mind, that the car should be allowed to die in its crib. When it had come time to vote on a motion to discontinue the Mark II after just two years of production, everyone on the committee voted “aye”—everyone except Bill Ford, who was sitting in the back of the room with his plaster-encased leg resting on a chair. Henry II turned to see who had delivered the sole “nay” vote. “Oh,” he said dismissively, “that’s Bill.”

“Yes, it’s me,” Bill snapped at his brother. Then, struggling to his feet and limping toward the door on his crutches, he barked at the secretary, “And I want that duly recorded that’s there’s a ‘nay’ vote on this.” His fury was pathetic, Bill Ford had realized even then, the yelp of a beaten man. In that moment, he said later, “I felt I’d had the heart cut out of me.” Soon after that day, as Dick Morris had witnessed firsthand, Bill Ford’s drinking became unmanageable and dangerous to himself.



Dick Morris was my father. He never lost the honeyed drawl from his native Georgia—back home he would always be known as Rich-it—but among the car guys in Detroit, all the Jacks and Bills and Genes and Bobs, he soon became Dick Morris.

My mother was pregnant with me in the summer of 1952 when my father agreed to leave his reporter’s job at the Washington Post and take the PR job with Ford. In my preteen years, I remember occasions when Bill Ford dropped by our house in Birmingham, possibly on his way home from the Lions’ training camp on the campus of Cranbrook School in nearby Bloomfield Hills. He and my father would settle in the living room, working on tumblers of bourbon, listening to jazz records, smoking, chatting and laughing, always laughing. I can still hear it: male laughter, the tinkle of ice cubes, Ella Fitzgerald singing “Mack the Knife.”

Another detail I recall is that my father had his initials monogrammed on the pocket of his dress shirts—a simple RM because he had no middle name. But Bill Ford had his initials—the imperial WCF—monogrammed on the door of his Continental Mark II parked in our driveway, a dreamboat painted Honolulu blue to match the Lions’ home jerseys. Even at the age of ten, that difference spoke to me. So did the similarities between the two men. They both parted their hair with a straight rule and kept it perfectly combed. They wore exquisitely tailored suits, fastened little garters below the knee to hold up their socks, and when they traveled they slipped each shoe into its own felt pouch before packing. I’m guessing Bill Ford’s inner clothes horse was foaled
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