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WHAT IS A


G.O.A.T?


Most people do not want to be compared to a barnyard animal, but a G.O.A.T. is different. These G.O.A.T.s aren’t found in petting zoos, but you can see them on the gridiron, the hardwood, the ice, and the diamond. G.O.A.T. is an acronym that stands for Greatest of All Time. It takes lifelong dedication, non-stop hard work, and undeniable talent just to become a professional athlete. But to become the greatest of all time, well, that’s nearly impossible. There are a handful of athletes who are widely thought to be the G.O.A.T. of their sport. Swimmer Michael Phelps moves like a fish in water, but he is also the G.O.A.T. with 23 Olympic gold medals, the most of all time. Tennis player Serena Williams is the G.O.A.T. with 23 Grand Slam titles in the Open Era, more than any woman or man.


But for some sports, a G.O.A.T. is not as easy to identify and fans may disagree about who is the greatest of all time. If you asked five baseball fans who the greatest baseball player of all time is, you might get five or more different answers—say, Babe Ruth, Willie Mays, Barry Bonds, Cy Young, Lou Gehrig, or maybe rising young superstar Mike Trout. The G.O.A.T. may change, depending on who is asked, and what that person’s reasons, or criteria, are. Babe Ruth won seven World Series, had a .342 lifetime batting average, and is still in third place all time for home runs, even though he retired over 80 years ago, in 1935. Willie Mays did not have the same prowess at the plate as Ruth, but he is still considered the best defensive player in history. Different players, different achievements, but both are still the greatest at what they did. Fans will disagree as to who the true G.O.A.T. is, but to even be considered for this distinction, a player must be one of the best to ever live.


Football has its own G.O.A.T. debate. Ask 20 people and you may get 20 different answers on who is the greatest football player of all time. Is it Peyton Manning? He holds almost every regular-season passing record. Is it Jerry Rice? He has more all-purpose yards than any player ever. Maybe it is Lawrence Taylor, the fierce defensive back who once recorded over 20 sacks in a season. If you ask this question, a lot of people will say the G.O.A.T. isn’t in the Hall of Fame because he is still playing at a very high level, even in his early 40s. New England quarterback Tom Brady certainly has a claim to the mantle of G.O.A.T. Let’s review the evidence, for and against, and see if you agree!
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LITTLE TOMMY


The Brady household in San Mateo, California, was known as a house of athletes, and those athletes were named Maureen, Nancy, and Julie. Tom Brady, future six-time Super Bowl champion? He was just “Little Tommy.” Tom Brady is the youngest of four kids. His three older sisters were all star athletes. His oldest sister, Maureen, was on the US Junior Olympics softball team. Nancy and Julie were soccer and softball standouts. Tommy was their little brother, who followed them to all their games. He was the boy who loved to go fishing with his uncles in Minnesota. When Tom once wrote a school paper that, someday, he wanted to be a household name, everyone thought it was funny. No one knew how serious he was. No one had any idea that not too many years later people would call him the G.O.A.T.


Thomas Edward Patrick Brady Jr. was born in 1977. The youngest of four, and the only boy, he was named after his dad. Little Tommy loved football, especially his San Francisco 49ers. His family had season tickets, and, every Sunday, Tommy and his dad would watch their favorite football player, Joe Montana, on the gridiron. In the 1980s, a lot of people thought Joe Montana was the G.O.A.T. Montana threw precise passes all over the field. His long bombs to streaking receivers always landed right where they needed to. Short, high-speed throws hit a crossing tight end in traffic, where no one else had a chance to get to it. More important than his accuracy, Joe Montana refused to lose. He went to the Super Bowl four times and never lost. Little Tommy wanted to be just like him one day.
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A teenage Tom Brady. Tom started playing organized football at the age of 14.





It may come as a surprise, but Tom Brady didn’t play organized football until he was 14 years old. He was smaller and slower than a lot of the other boys at Junipero Serra High School in San Mateo. That didn’t stop him from trying out to be the quarterback in his freshman year, and making the junior varsity team. But Tom didn’t get a chance to play. His JV team went 0–8 and never scored a touchdown. No one thought Tom had much of a future in football. Everyone just assumed that he would keep playing baseball. He was, after all, a superstar left-handed catcher, and he hit for power, at a school known for producing extraordinary Major League Baseball players, like Barry Bonds. An MLB scout even thought Tom could have been one of the greatest MLB catchers of all time. It seemed that football was just for fun and baseball was his calling. But Little Tommy didn’t see it that way. He was anxious to take his football talent to the next level.


In Tom’s sophomore year, the starting quarterback quit the team. The team was dismal, so no one else wanted to be its quarterback, either. Tom became the starting quarterback by default. Suddenly, the kid everyone knew as Maureen Brady’s little brother was in the spotlight. He was the starter for the rest of his high school career. His teams were not outstanding, but they did improve from the dreadful 0–8 record Tom’s freshman year. His junior and senior years, their records were 6–4 and 5–5.


Tom Brady was hardly the most athletic player. He wasn’t the biggest player. But he was the best player on the team because he worked the hardest. He knew his coaches thought he was too slow, so he spent hours honing his fitness routine to get better. His high school coach, Tom McKenzie, used a technique during practice called the Five-Dot Drill. It helped kids with foot speed. The drill consisted of moving around five dots on the ground as fast as the players could. Tom wanted so badly to improve his speed that he asked his coach for the diagram of the drill. He then spray-painted the five dots on his back patio at home. His sisters said he would stay up every night doing the drill until he had to go inside. This is just one example of the many ways Tom was committed to becoming a better football player.
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Tom (top row, center) in his senior year with his high school team.





Not only was Tom determined to make himself a better player, but he wanted to make everyone on his team better players. The quarterback of a football team isn’t just another player. He is the signal-caller and the team leader. Tom took that responsibility very seriously. John Kirby, one of Tom Brady’s top receivers in high school, praised Tom’s leadership. Kirby said Tom spent a lot of time keeping the team together and building up everyone’s self-esteem. Tom believed in each player and in the team as a whole. That mind-set made everyone around him better. His leadership was one of the qualities that made him stand out from other players. Leadership is just one of the intangibles, or skills that can’t be measured by statistics or on tape, that coaches loved about him.


Tom’s work ethic is something that never changed from high school. He was constantly looking for ways to bring his game to the next level. If someone noticed a flaw in his game, he would work tirelessly to fix it. Coach McKenzie said he coached a lot of better athletes in his career but he never coached a better football player. McKenzie wasn’t the only one to spot Tom’s potential. College scouts had noticed, too. Football coaches at major colleges, like the University of Southern California, the University of California at Berkeley, and the University of Michigan, had all seen tapes of Tom, sent to them by his dad, Tom Sr. He put together highlight tapes demonstrating Tom’s arm strength and accuracy. The tapes included long bombs, short passes, and everything in between. Scouts at USC and Michigan were so impressed that both made offers for him to come play as a Division I quarterback!




COLLEGE FOOTBALL RECRUITING







College football is divided into divisions. Division 1 is the highest division, but even that has a highest group, called the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS). The college football games broadcast on TV on fall Saturdays usually showcase Division 1 FBS teams. That is the highest and most competitive college football subdivision and features the biggest and best football schools in the country.


These top schools work hard to recruit the best athletes in the country. Coaches and staff members travel the country to scout for gifted players to recruit for their team. From there, they will set up meetings to try to convince players that their school is the best school for them. The school will usually offer them full scholarships, completely paying for their schooling. The best athletes get offers from multiple schools and then have to decide which program and school are their best fit. If a player isn’t recruited, it doesn’t mean he can’t play football! A walk-on is an athlete who didn’t receive a scholarship but made the team anyway!





The recruiting process was hard for Tom. He desperately wanted to play for a Division I school. He also felt pressure because he was drafted by a Major League Baseball team, the Montreal Expos, in 1995. Tom had made it clear that football was his passion, so no one expected him to take the Expos’ offer, no matter how tempting. His dad reasoned that there was a good chance he would not become a professional football player, so he’d better get a degree from a good school. It wasn’t that his dad didn’t believe in Tom. He just wanted to make sure that if Tom didn’t become a successful football player, he could still be proud of his education. So Tom decided to take his talents to Michigan. He knew the leap from high school would be big, but he had no idea how big it would be until he stepped onto the field in front of 100,000 cheering fans.
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JUST ANOTHER GUY


From the moment Tom Brady got to the University of Michigan in 1996, he was just another guy. The head coach and recruiter who had convinced Tom to come to Michigan were no longer with the university. Tom had no one in his corner when he walked into the locker room for the first time. Brady didn’t have anyone rooting against him. He just didn’t have anyone rooting for him. Tom spent his first season as a red shirt, meaning that he did not play in games but still practiced with the team. He spent that year working to make himself better, both physically and mentally. He made use of the team’s sports psychologist to help him adjust to college life and learn to handle the new stress of competing for the starting quarterback job.


The 6-foot-4 Brady started his post–red shirt career as the backup for quarterback Brian Griese (who would later play in the NFL). Tom was never going to take the reins from such an accomplished quarterback. So he used that time to learn from the coaches and to learn from Brian. It is easy to look back and second-guess what the new Michigan coach, Lloyd Carr, was thinking playing Brian Griese over Tom Brady, but Brady’s coach had no idea how much he’d grown as a quarterback. Even then, he recognized Brady’s mental toughness. Coach Carr couldn’t think of a player who could have handled the challenges he faced as a backup quarterback better.


This didn’t mean that Tom didn’t have his doubts. He even considered transferring to another school where he could get playing time. But his dad had taught him to never run from his problems and instead face them head-on. So he went into Coach Carr’s office and told him he was going to stay at Michigan and prove to Carr that he was a great quarterback.


[image: ]




Tom Brady would eventually become starting quarterback for the University of Michigan.





And that’s what Tom set out to do. He came to practice every day to show everyone that he was a great quarterback. More than that, Tom set out to prove to them that he was a great leader. Jay Feely, the Michigan kicker, said his leadership was obvious to everyone. Just like Tom’s high school teammates, Feely said Tom brought everyone together. Even as a third-string quarterback, Tom encouraged and supported his teammates.


At the start of his junior year, he thought his time had finally come. The Michigan Wolverines had won the national championship the year before and starting QB Brian Griese went off to the Denver Broncos in the NFL. Tom thought he was the obvious choice. Instead, Michigan recruited a hometown hero, a highly touted prospect named Drew Henson. Henson went to high school less than an hour outside of Ann Arbor, where the University of Michigan is located. He was one of the top prospects in all of football. Right before the start of the season, Coach Carr told the press that Drew Henson was his pick for the starting QB position. This was unwelcome news for Tom: there would be a competition for the starting quarterback spot.


Fans and local sports reporters were excited about Henson. He had been featured in Sports Illustrated. Like Tom, Henson had been drafted by a Major League Baseball team (in his case, by the New York Yankees), but decided to play football instead. Tom realized that he did not have the job locked up. So he used the competition as a source of motivation. Tom knew that competing against the best could only make him better. He gave his all at practice every day. He stayed up late watching film and was up every morning at six o’clock to work out. He showed his coaches that he was ready and eager to get the start. Even though Tom was picked to start the first game of the season, he knew that he didn’t have the job locked up. He would have to be the best quarterback he could be.
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