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glasses and closes his eyes. Iron Mike was one of the toughest players

and most explosive coaches in football; he has three Super Bowl rings
and four hip replacements to prove it. But today he’s taking it pretty easy, maybe
as easy as it gets, with five recliners that are all about coddling. And he’s not com-
plaining about it one bit. “What are you going to do in a chair like one of these?
Watch TV or take a nap, preferably take a nap,” says Ditka, who’s doing a pret-
ty good job of it so far.

In case you hadn’t noticed, those wrinkled-leather recliners your grandpa
used to practically live in have come a long way in the past few years. They’re vir-
tually home theaters now—or should we say home spas?—with built-in speak-
ers, special massagers and, in one case, a mechanism that tries to copy the “mo
tion of a swing.” For $2,100, Berkline sells one that tries—we’re not kidding
here—to mimic the sensation of a football tackle with something called the “Butt-
Kicker.” Design has also become a selling point for some makers, with La-Z-Boy
enlisting the help of famed fashion designer Todd Oldham to create a svelte ver-

M ike Ditka lies back, takes off his trademark wraparound Ray-Ban sun-
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sion with modern fabrics.

Is it helping boost business? Maybe. Al-
though recliner sales alone aren’t tracked,
sales of upholstered furniture are up about
7 percent this year, according to the Ameri-
can Furniture Manufacturers Association.
But we figured sales can’t tell the whole sto-
ry—only a pro would know if all these
changes were working. So we asked Iron
Mike Ditka to stop in between his Levitra
ads and give five recliners a go-around. Our
chairs ranged in price from $500 to $3,000
(hey, we’re worth it!) and came from five
top makers: La-Z-Boy, Barcalounger, Dou-
glas Furniture, American Leather and
Berkline. Then we parked Ditka in front of
a big-screen TV, in ideal football-watching
position.

First and four to go. Ditka eases into the
brick-red American Leather Comfort Swing
($3,000), the most expensive chair we’re test-
ing. It features new swing technology that
the company claims helps you relax; in fact,
the chair is even being marketed as “a re-

laxation product and not a recliner,” says
Bob Duncan, president of American Leather.
To us, it seems pretty impressive: Two rails
allow the chair to move back and forth, even
while it’s reclined, a design that has a “re-
laxing, calming effect,” says Duncan.

But hothead Ditka reminds us that, at the
end of the day, you have to sit in these things.
He sits, back straight, his face blank, as
though he were waiting for the kickoff. “It’s
a glorified rocking chair,” he says. Ditka
leans back and gives the chair a chance,
swinging back and forth. “Ireally don’t need
to be swinging. And look,” he says, as the
chair bumps the front and back rail guards
at each end of its swing. No, he says, he
wouldn’t buy the chair, especially not for the
swing feature. And certainly not with a
$3,000 price tag.

We move to a more conventional prod-
uct, the Barcalounger Bostonian IT ($949).
In this case, the emphasis is on hiding the fact
that it’s actually a recliner, both in the way
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Back massagers.
Speakerphones. High
style. Today’s recliners
have come a long way
from your grandpa’s.
We ask Iron Mike

Ditka to pick the best
in the field.
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it looks and the way it buries the tiny reclin-
ing lever on the inside of the cushion. “This
one is comfortable, but it doesn’t go back all
the way,” says Ditka. “I like to be able to
lie down and go to sleep.” He also finds the
lever hard to use. The 6-foot-3 coach looks
like a giant in the chair, his mammoth hands
trying to grip the tiny black lever. “This is
more difficult than any of the others to get
back,” he says.

“Who the hell decorated that?” Ditka
asks of Douglas Furniture’s blue Gotham re-
cliner ($500). Okay, so the blue fabric isn’t
the most attractive (Douglas says more than
400 fabrics are available), but this tradi-
tional-looking recliner is plenty comfortable.
In fact, Ditka finds it more comfortable than
the others so far, announcing that he “could
take a nap in it, easy.” The comfort is part-
ly due to the foam cushioning that molds to
the curvature of your body. The chair also
features a speakerphone and massager hid-
den under opposite sides of the floppy arms






