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INTRODUCTION

THE BEST ACROBATS


“The NFL under Pete Rozelle was Madison Avenue. The NFL under Paul Tagliabue was Wall Street. The NFL under Roger Goodell is Broadway.”

—BOB LAMONTE, SPORTS AGENT



In August 2024, the thirty-two NFL owners convened for a special one-day meeting at the Omni Viking Lakes Hotel in Eagan, Minnesota, next door to the Vikings training facility. The matter at hand was a plan to tap a new gusher of money that would make these very wealthy and mostly elderly owners even wealthier. Before the meeting began, the league’s two most powerful owners stopped in the lobby to share fist pumps. Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones and his oldest son, Stephen, greeted New England Patriots owner Robert Kraft and his oldest son, Jonathan. “Boy, you’re looking trim,” the elder Jones, graying and pale, said to the elder Kraft, suntanned and in sneakers. The two octogenarians beamed like school chums meeting after summer break. Kansas City Chiefs owner Clark Hunt, by comparison a youthful fifty-nine, and Pittsburgh Steelers owner Art Rooney, seventy-two, passed by. Commissioner Roger Goodell, the trim, barrel-chested confidant, and leader to them all, chatted with the group. About the only people not smiling were the players who had just been cut by the Vikings and were checking out of the hotel, their fates unknown.

A few hours later, Jones, Kraft, and the other owners voted 31–1 to allow teams to sell up to 10 percent of their multibillion-dollar franchises to private equity groups that include Carlyle and Sixth Street Partners. (Cincinnati Bengals owner Mike Brown, a staunch traditionalist, was the lone dissenter.) As the meeting broke and the owners headed for their limousines to take them to their private jets, Jones told reporters: “This is good for anybody that’s in love with the N.F.L., any part of it—the game part, on the field, off the field. This is a good thing.”1

Most of all, it was also a good thing for Jones and his fellow owners. The decision, which came after five years of study and debate, included rules preventing private equity groups from having any say in the running of the teams they invested in. They had to hold their stakes for at least six years. And the owners didn’t have to share the proceeds with the players who helped create the value of the teams. The owners would have their cake and eat it, getting piles of cash without ceding control. Within a few months, the Buffalo Bills, the Miami Dolphins, and other teams sold pieces of their teams for hundreds of millions of dollars. Asked what he planned to do with the money from the sale of stakes in his $7 billion team, Las Vegas Raiders owner Mark Davis joked: “I’m going to In N Out Burger.”2

The NFL had won again. Just a decade before, the league was under mortal threat. Thousands of retired players sued the league, claiming they were deliberately misled about the dangers of concussions. Concerned about the brutality of football, parents were steering their kids toward safer sports. Women fans were turned off by reports of players beating their girlfriends and wives. Players who knelt during the national anthem to protest social inequality and police brutality ensnared the league in a bitter debate about free speech and patriotism. The league lost fans along the way, but it largely weathered these crises. Rather than risk seeing players with dementia called as witnesses, the league agreed to a settlement that has paid out more than $1.5 billion, with each player getting as much as $5 million.3 But after insurance claims and split thirty-two ways, the teams would pay just a few million dollars each a year on average. At the same time, the league created marketing campaigns and donated millions of dollars to nonprofit groups and research institutions to change the narrative and refocus the public’s attention on the games, with their irresistible blend of American pageantry, violence, and high-wire outcomes.

With more than $23 billion in revenue in 2024, the NFL is the biggest sports league in the world. It’s grown as large as Fortune 500 companies like Colgate-Palmolive and Goodyear Tires. The NFL drew the largest audiences on television, sold the most valuable media rights and sponsorships, and played in the most lavish stadiums. The Super Bowl was a de facto national holiday; wedding planners recommend picking any other Sunday to tie the knot.4 As networks struggled to attract viewers, NFL games made up ninety-three of the one hundred most watched programs in 2023; its deals with HBO, Netflix, and other media outlets created nongame programming such as Hard Knocks that kept the league in the news throughout the year. New revenue came in from overseas and sports gaming. Thirteen of the world’s twenty most valuable sports franchises in 2024 were NFL teams.5 The NFL wasn’t just a sports league, it was an immensely profitable American religion, complete with acolytes, pomp, and tax breaks.

None of this was preordained. The NFL almost folded during World War II when owners had to sell players from their depleted rosters to pay their bills.6 The pro game lagged behind baseball, boxing, and college football until the 1960s, when Commissioner Pete Rozelle harnessed the power of television and the country’s growing economy to catapult the league up the sports food chain. Younger fans gravitated to the NFL’s flashier, more brazen game just as Wall Street’s winner-take-all ethos bled into American society. George Will seemed quaintly out of touch when he complained that “football combines two of the worst things in American life: It is violence punctuated by committee meetings.” Many Americans, it seemed, were hooked on both.

The league endured player strikes, legal challenges, and drug scandals in the 1980s. Starting in 1989, Rozelle’s successor, Paul Tagliabue, worked with the players union chief, Gene Upshaw, and fair-minded owners like Dan Rooney of the Steelers to craft a new revenue sharing agreement with a salary cap and free agency that provided the economic foundation the NFL still stands on.

“In the span of two generations in postwar America, pro football became a truer and more vivid reflection of the American preoccupations with power and passion, technology and teamwork, than any other sporting institution in the country,” Michael MacCambridge wrote in America’s Game: The Epic Story of How Pro Football Captured a Nation.

Jones and Kraft entered the league at this critical juncture. Self-made businessmen who went deeply into debt to buy money-losing teams, they were hungry for success on the field and desperate for money off it. “He was the first and we were the next to pay up big,” Kraft said, referring to Jones. “We had to make it work. We had to do things to generate revenue from something that only held events ten days a year.” Over the following three decades, they built their teams into two of the world’s most valuable franchises and had a hand in nearly every major financial decision the league made. After Tagliabue stepped down in 2006, they backed his long-time protégé, Goodell, who took a maximalist approach to growing the NFL. During Tagliabue’s seventeen years as commissioner, the league doubled in size to $8 billion. Goodell, channeling Jones, Kraft, and other owners, set a target in 2010 of tripling revenue in the following seventeen years—a goal the league is on track to exceed.

Their empire building did not happen overnight or by accident. Given its prominence, the NFL is often viewed as progressive. In fact, the league moves deliberately, waiting to see what other leagues do first, say, with international expansion or putting a team in Las Vegas, before adapting the best elements to suit its needs. Goodell and the owners use demand for NFL games to cut record-setting deals with networks, sponsors, and other businesses that have turned the league into a 365-day-a-year enterprise that now bleeds into Black Friday, Christmas, and other formerly sacrosanct days. The Draft, once a sleepy event for football nerds, draws hundreds of thousands of fans. The NFL unveils its season schedule on prime-time television. “Because now there’s just, well, there is no off-season, there’s just a time you don’t play the games,”7 former coach Dick Vermeil once said.

To Goodell, the NFL isn’t just a sports league, it’s a cultural institution that gobbles mindshare and captures the national zeitgeist. The owners are considered celebrities—and mocked—including Jones and Kraft, who are shown in their luxury boxes during games and starred in ten-part documentaries about their clubs. Roger Goodell is lampooned mercilessly on TikTok, South Park, and Barstool.8 He and the owners like to say that football mirrors American life. If that is true, then the reflection includes not just teamwork, perseverance, and spectacle but also some measures of greed, corporate welfare, violence, misogyny, self-promotion, and bland officiousness.
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For more than a dozen years, I have documented the business of the NFL as a reporter for The New York Times. I have interviewed hundreds of owners, league executives, and team officials; union bosses and players; network executives and sponsors; coaches and fans. Jones took me in his helicopter and Kraft invited me to his apartment to break bread. I watched Goodell tell a convention of neurosurgeons about the league’s efforts to make football safer. I saw Seattle Seahawks coach Pete Carroll mobbed by television cameras moments after his team blew Super Bowl XLIX, his grandson crying at his knee. One fan told me he was so angry that the Chargers left San Diego that he drove to Los Angeles to tailgate with friends but refused to buy a ticket because he didn’t want to give Chargers owner Dean Spanos his money.

I have also seen the carnage football produces in abundance. NFL players compete in an extraordinarily dangerous game for our collective entertainment. Fans witness horrific injuries: Tua Tagovailoa getting knocked unconscious, Damar Hamlin’s heart stopping. Every game, players are part of high-speed collisions, akin to car crashes, that fans take for granted. Former referee Ed Hochuli saw this up close: “There wasn’t a single game right up to the very last one that there weren’t a half a dozen times in that game [where] I said, ‘Oh my god, how’s that guy gonna get up off the ground? He’s gotta be dead.’ And they hop up and they go back to the huddle.”9

Players have access to doctors who patch them up for the next game, sometimes delivering high doses of Toradol, a pain reliever provided before games as a prophylactic. But after they leave the game, they lose a lot of that support. The fallout from many of their injuries, including concussions, manifests itself years after they stop playing. The players’ families become caregivers, sometimes with help from the league’s benefit plans but often in silence. Super Bowl rings provide no immunity. At least seven players from the 2001 New England Patriots died before they passed fifty years old.10 Liz Nicholson told me her husband, former offensive lineman Gerry Sullivan, had advanced dementia and was so paranoid that he kept a loaded pistol in the house. When she tried to take away his bullets, he became more paranoid. He shot a hole in their hardwood floor and threatened to kill them both. The next day, he remembered none of it. She coped by crushing his Valium tablets and mixing them into his red wine to knock him out at night.

Fans tiptoe past the wreckage, if they notice at all. The games are too much of a narcotic. The NFL didn’t invent the circus; they just have the best acrobats. A media ecosystem including NFL Network and NFL Films fuels interest in the games, players, and league. Networks, radio stations, and websites create outrage over issues with the half-life of a punt return. Take Mina Kimes, an ESPN reporter. The website Awful Announcing congratulated her for calling Aaron Rodgers a hypocrite after he complained to Pat McAfee, a former player who has his own show on ESPN, about television analysts who make “unfounded or asinine” comments.11 “He’s espousing that opinion on a personality-driven program that employs him as a personality during the NFL season,” Kimes said on First Take, a personality-driven ESPN talk show hosted by Stephen A. Smith.12 Around and around it goes.

The NFL was a rare institution that emerged from the Covid-19 pandemic stronger. Stuck at home and starved for entertainment, fans tuned into games, many of them played in empty stadiums. The owners lost about $4 billion that season but clawed it back in successive years. While many businesses hunkered down, Kraft, Goodell, and others at the league negotiated ten-year media rights deals worth twice as much as the previous ones. Once the pandemic subsided, Goodell began talking about adding an eighteenth regular-season game and playing sixteen games overseas each year, player safety be damned.

“It just shows that it’s all about money and this is a way that they can, you know, make more money and figure this thing out because it’s not fair for the players,” retired Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger said about his old team, which played three games in eleven days in 2024.13

This book is not about those games, but the owners and executives—Jones, Kraft, and Goodell chief among them—who package and sell the games as America’s last true mass entertainment. It is also about Goodell’s predecessor, Paul Tagliabue, and the union boss, Gene Upshaw, and others who created the revenue sharing model that led to the league’s meteoric growth. This book will illustrate how they extracted billions of dollars in stadium subsidies from local governments—and abandoned cities that refused to bend—and convinced networks, sponsors, and gaming companies to pay billions more for rights fees while producing games that kept fans hooked. This is the story of how this unlikely trio—a hard-drinking wildcatter from Arkansas, an opportunistic striver from Boston, and the alpha dog son of a senator—helped turn the NFL into an undeniable juggernaut.
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