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Vince Lombardi
By
Remy Christopher Craddock

In 1958, the Green Bay Packers only won a single game all season. Fans had lost all excitement
for their once competitive team; executives were on the brink of losing their franchise. Their savior?
Vince Lombardi.

Vince was raised as the son of an Italian immigrant in a Catholic household. Growing up Italian,
Lombardi experienced what it meant to be an outsider. Italian-American families were often stereotyped
and excluded, shaping Lombardi’s fierce insistence on respect and dignity. The discipline of his Catholic
education and the pride of his cultural background became the foundation of his leadership philosophy:
demand excellence but never deny a person’s worth.

Vince was seventeen when he transferred to St. Francis Preparatory School, where he played
fullback on the football team. At Fordham University, he became known as one of the famed ‘Seven
Blocks of Granite’. Lombardi graduated magna cum laude with a business degree and went on to pursue
law school. He later began coaching football, working his way to the big leagues.

After spending five years as an assistant coach for the New York Giants, Lombardi was eager to
prove himself. He had spent decades coaching at every level, but now he had the freedom to coach his
way. Lombardi told Packer’s executives: “I know there is a board of directors. I want to make one thing
perfectly clear. I’m in charge here.” No one would get in his way.

Gary Knafelc described Lombardi’s practices as more demanding than Marine boot camp,
reflecting the discipline he believed was necessary for excellence. However, this intensity was not rooted
in cruelty, but understanding of the player’s absolute potential. Lombardi saw discipline as a way to
improve his team, not demean it. Because he held himself to the same standards he expected of others,
players respected the dedication he required.

During the 1960s, as the United States struggled through the civil rights movement, professional
football reflected many of the same racial tensions. Lombardi refused to allow such prejudice. In his first
month, he declared that any racist attitudes would not be tolerated. He hired Emlen Tunnell as one of the
first black scouts in the NFL. His focus was finding talent from historically black universities, actively
challenging discriminatory norms in pro sports. By enforcing equality, Lombardi proved that leadership
could be used as a tool to enact positive social change.

Lombardi led the team to win five NFL championships, including the first two Super Bowls. The
team was unstoppable. That is, until he was diagnosed with colon cancer. Within ten weeks, Lombardi
tragically passed away, leaving behind a legacy like no other.

Lombardi’s story proves that leadership is not measured by victories, but by the standards set.
During a time when discrimination was violent and inclusion was controversial, Lombardi chose to teach
respect. He did not care about what his players looked like, he only cared about their drive. He showed that
the real test of character is not just outperforming others, but demanding your own absolute best.
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