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INTRODUCTION

While the Detroit Lions can’t look back on much playoff success in recent years—their last playoff win was after the 1991 season—the history of the franchise is rich in players of talent and character.

Can’t count the Super Bowl wins, because the Lions have never reached that pinnacle. But in 1935 they won their first NFL championship and followed it up in the 1950s with three more.

These days a young core of players, including Calvin Johnson and Matthew Stafford, has taken them closer to a long playoff run.

In 2014 the Lions went to the playoffs for the second time in four years. It was all good, but they aren’t satisfied and won’t be until they’re considered a legitimate playoff contender each season.

Former Lions players know exactly what the team has gone through in the past twenty or thirty or forty years.

Al “Bubba” Baker, who played for the Lions from 1978 to 1982, said Detroit was no place to be if you hated to lose, which he did. Did he ever.

Lem Barney, who was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, played in just one playoff game in his eleven seasons with the Lions. One. Same with Hall of Famer Charlie Sanders.

Still, there are great stories from some of the best Lions players throughout the ages.

In different ways, playing for the Lions had a profound impact on their lives. That became more clear to me in every conversation, no matter the player’s age, his position, or the era in which he played.

When asked to name one memorable game from their careers in Honolulu blue and silver, so many of them found a Thanksgiving game that stood out.

Back in the days before Monday Night Football, ESPN and the NFL Network, often the Thanksgiving games would be the only time the Lions could be seen in nationally televised games. The national spotlight seemed to bring out the best in the players whose family and friends were watching from afar.

Defensive tackle Roger Brown sacked Green Bay’s Bart Starr seven times in a huge Thanksgiving win for the Lions in 1962. He and Starr have a relationship of sorts to this day. It was such a miserable experience for the Packers that coach Vince Lombardi refused to play the Lions on Thanksgiving again.

Doug English had a breakout game with four sacks in a win over the Denver Broncos on Thanksgiving in 1978.

Dre Bly’s first Thanksgiving game was in 2003 when, again, the Lions made Turkey Day miserable for the Green Bay Packers. Bly intercepted Brett Favre twice that day. (Somewhere, Vince Lombardi was shaking his head.)

If you never saw Brown or English or Baker in action, you will feel like you were in the front row when you read their words.

This book is rich in history.

It contains three Hall of Famers and at least one future Hall of Famer.

You’ll discover three who went into the BBQ business in retirement and another who went to culinary school in New York to become a chef.

All three men who wore the Lions’ No. 20 tell their stories in these pages.

Two former players have made their mark in reality TV shows in recent years.

Most names you will recognize, a few you won’t.

Lions fans are so passionate despite the disappointments over the years.

These players shared that passion for winning. Years later they remember details from their most memorable games like they were played yesterday.

Enjoy.


CHAPTER 1

BARRY SANDERS

Running back, 1989–1998

The Game: December 21, 1997 vs. the New York Jets at the Pontiac Silverdome

DETROIT LIONS 13, NEW YORK JETS 10

Barry Sanders didn’t just have memorable games. All these years later, fans still remember certain plays like the time he nearly juked Tampa Bay’s John Lynch out of his cleats.

He could embarrass opposing defenders, and he did quite often.

“He makes you miss so bad, you kind of look up in the stands and wonder if anybody’s looking at you,” Atlanta Falcons cornerback D.J. Johnson once said. “You’ve got 60,000 people in there and you wonder if anyone saw you miss that tackle.”

Sanders, who was drafted by the Lions third overall in 1989 out of Oklahoma State, still remembers his first NFL game.

“I held out for training camp during my rookie season, so I signed three days before our opener. I remember we were playing the Phoenix Cardinals and we were down, when Coach [Wayne] Fontes put me in late in the third quarter,’’ Sanders said.

You would think the third overall pick would get the start, but no.

“I was pretty nervous and I did not know many of the plays. They called my number on my first play in,’’ Sanders said. “The play was designed to go to the right, but I cut back to the other side and found a hole for about 20 yards. I scored three plays later.’’

“I think I finished with eight carries for about 80 yards. It was pretty crazy to think I was now an NFL player,’’ Sanders said.

In his first NFL action, he was handed the ball on four straight snaps for a total of 29 yards, ending with his first touchdown. In the official box score, which is usually comment-free, after the four lines detailing his first four carries and the touchdown, the scorekeeper wrote “The roar seemed to be restored.”

Imagine that.
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Watching Barry Sanders split the defense was always special during his ten years with the Lions. Photo courtesy of the Detroit Lions

That game was at the Pontiac Silverdome and gave fans and Sanders’ teammates just a hint of what was to come. Since he didn’t play in training camp or in preseason games, even his teammates didn’t know what to expect. That included the offensive line.

In his rookie season he broke Billy Sims’s single season record for yards. To thank his linemen he bought them each a Rolex watch.

That first season was the start of something magical that repeated itself over Sanders’ ten seasons with the Lions. Not many players are worthy of the price of admission on their own, but Sanders was in that category. If you never had the opportunity to see him run, check out his highlights on YouTube.

Everyone in Detroit loved Barry Sanders.

“You can’t ask a person in Detroit what your favorite run of Barry [is] because that would say there were just a handful and you can remember one. This guy did something special every single Sunday,” long-time Pistons player and GM Joe Dumars said in the documentary A Football Life: Barry Sanders.

Fontes once said, “God ain’t made a better back in this lifetime. Maybe one will come along someday. But it hasn’t happened yet.”

The Game

By Barry Sanders

“I had so many great memories of my ten years playing for the Lions, but the one moment that stands out the most was the last game of the season in 1997,’’ Sanders said. “We were playing the Jets and needed to win to make the playoffs.’’

The Lions were 8–7 and the Jets 9–6. Each team needed a win for a trip to the postseason.

“I had a pretty good game and was close to getting 2,000 yards for the season. I was right around 2,000 in the fourth quarter and we were driving when I broke off a 50-plus yard run to seal the win and our playoff spot,’’ Sanders said.

“That run also put me at 2,053 for the season. I did not really care about getting 2,000, but my linemen wanted it so badly it was extra sweet to get it for them in that fashion,’’ Sanders said.

Everyone remembers that Sanders was never about the personal goals, but always about the wins.

It was his two-yard run in the fourth quarter that allowed him to become just the third rusher to gain 2,000 yards in a single season. The previous two were O.J. Simpson and Eric Dickerson.

On the next snap he broke for the 53-yard run that moved him into second place with 2,053 yards.

His touchdown early in the fourth quarter gave the Lions the lead for the first time that day and proved to be the game winner.

Sanders, who was named the NFL co-MVP in 1997, finished the day with 184 yards on 23 carries, for an average of eight yards per carry. It looked like he might not make it to 2,000 with just 20 yards in the first half.

But the Lions got big-time help from the defense, which intercepted the Jets quarterbacks three times.

At times that day, the Silverdome was so loud that the officials warned the Lions that it was excessive crowd noise.

But early in the fourth quarter, it was totally silent.

Linebacker Reggie Brown seriously injured his spinal cord and vertebrae making a tackle, and everyone knew it. He lay motionless on the field for seventeen minutes. Herman Moore and Johnnie Morton ran to the tunnel to roll the stretcher to the other end of the field before the ambulance made the trip out. Without quick reaction from the Lions trainer and doctors, who performed CPR, Brown might not have survived. He did survive, though his career was over; but at that moment no one knew if he would.

It was one of the games that will live forever as a memorable game for the Lions.

Obviously it’s at the top of the list for Barry Sanders.

Other Memorable Moments

That 1997 season had its share of stand-out moments leading up to that final regular season game.

One of them was a win in Tampa Bay where Sanders became the only player in NFL history to score two touchdowns on runs of 80 or more yards.

To add another twist, when the Lions faced the Bucs five weeks earlier Sanders ran for 20 yards.

On October 12, 1997, in Tampa, he ran for 215 yards.

In the first quarter he scored on an 80-yard scamper and then in the third he broke free for an 82-yard touchdown run. That day he moved past Jim Brown on the all-time rushing list with 12,513 yards and also scored the game’s final touchdown on a seven-yard reception. The Lions won 27–9.

The only knock against Sanders throughout his career was that, supposedly, he wasn’t as effective running on grass. The Buccaneers played on a grass field.

Afterwards he told reporters he “was still learning.”

Sanders’ best game as a pro was on November 13, 1994, in a 14–9 win over Tampa Bay at the Silverdome.

Sanders ran for 237 yards that day, one of his four career days of more than 200 rushing yards. He had an even 200 yards in the second half.

“When Barry is hot like that, you have to give him the football,’’ Fontes said after the game.

He outshone Bucs rookie Errict Rhett, who finished with 112 yards.

After the game, Rhett told the Associated Press, “Not only can I not do the things Barry does, I can’t even describe them.’’

Perhaps an opposing defenseman can best describe trying to stop Sanders.

“Barry is a phenomenal running back. He’s got an engine that didn’t quit. A couple of missed tackles at the point of the attack, and he broke free. But that’s typical Barry,’’ Bucs defensive lineman Santana Dotson told the Orlando Sentinel. “To stop him, you need all eleven defensive players … and then you hope that a referee gets in his way.’’

In 1997 Sanders got off to a slow start with just 53 yards rushing combined in the first two games. Then he got serious and rushed for more than 100 yards in 14 straight games.

Of his ten seasons in Detroit, Sanders said 1991 stood out.

“The ’91 season was bittersweet. It was our best season of any I had in Detroit, with a huge win over the Cowboys in the wild card game, before falling to the Redskins in the NFC Championship,’’ Sanders said.

“That being said, we lost Mike Utley that year, so it was really a tough turn in such a great season,’’ he added. “I love the way the team rallied for Mike and we did something special that our fans will always remember.’’

Mike Utley, the starting right guard, was injured on what appeared to be a routine play. But it paralyzed him from the chest down. Still, when he was strapped onto the cart to be wheeled off the field, he gave a thumbs up signal to the fans and so his teammates would know he was OK. Sanders was a regular visitor to see Utley in the hospital.

The Lions started that 1991 season with a 5–1 record, then had a hiccup after the bye week, losing three of four games to put their record at 6–4.

Utley was injured in the November 17 win over the Los Angeles Rams. The Lions finished the season with six straight wins—playing for Utley. Thumbs up was their message.

They even won the penultimate game that season at Green Bay. Through the 2014 season, the Lions had not found a way to beat the Packers in the state of Wisconsin since their 1991 victory. In that 21–17 Detroit win, Sanders had 27 carries for 85 yards.

Their 12–4 record got them into the playoffs as a wild card.

They romped over the Dallas Cowboys 38–6. Sanders had a dozen carries for 69 yards including a 47-yard touchdown scamper.

For years there was a national debate over which running back was better—Sanders or Emmitt Smith. That day Smith had more yards (15 carries, 80 yards) but it was Sanders who was on the winning side.

“It mattered that I was playing against Emmitt. He had certainly made a name for himself at that point, and I certainly wanted to put my best foot forward,” Sanders said on A Football Life.

The Lions were confident heading to Washington the next week to play the Redskins in the NFC championship. They were one game away from going to the Super Bowl, but came up woefully short, losing to the Redskins 41–10. In that game quarterback Erik Kramer was sacked five times. The Lions were behind from the get-go, so Sanders only had 11 carries and finished with 44 yards. The Lions had lost 45–0 to the Redskins in the 1991 regular season opener.

The Aftermath

Sanders’s ten years with the Lions were full of record-setting days and seasons.

He had at least 1,000 rushing yards and was elected to the Pro Bowl in each of his ten seasons. He finished his career with 15,269 rushing yards and 99 rushing touchdowns.

He also had 2,921 receiving yards and ten receiving touchdowns.

The four-time NFL leading rusher (1990, 1994, 1996, and 1997) also became the first NFL running back to record five 1,500-yard rushing seasons, in addition to being the only back to do so in four consecutive seasons (1994–1997).

Sanders was a no-brainer for the Pro Football Hall of Fame and was inducted in 2004. His father introduced him that day as the third best running back ever (behind Jim Brown and, he jokingly said, himself).

In his enshrinement speech, Barry Sanders was careful to thank all of those who had a hand in his football success.

He thanked the city of Detroit and the fans: “I had the good fortune of being drafted to a wonderful city, where people focus their life around work and business, and work and family and worship. And I fit in perfectly there because when you get drafted, you don’t know where you’re going to end up. And I can’t think of a better place for me than Detroit. Thank you for coming out here. The fans … I think about my ten years there and you don’t find better football fans and people who want a winner than in the city of Detroit and they supported us and come out and encouraged us to do the best we could do and I appreciate you.’’

Then he gave credit to Wayne Fontes who coached him his first seven seasons: “I think about my first coach, Wayne Fontes, and Wayne is a very interesting person to be around. He, Wayne, convinced me that I could become a great player and almost … he reminded me that if I kept on the right track and continued to be successful, that I may be as successful as he was as a player.

“In all honesty, from the first day, Coach Fontes won my admiration and he’s a big reason why I’m where I am today. It was great to be around you every day coach, and I don’t know where he is … There he is, number 20, right there. There you go. Coach Fontes was supposed to have back surgery, and I’m afraid I delayed his pain by having him come here today, but I’m grateful for his presence,” Sanders added.

He didn’t leave anyone out including coach Bobby Ross, his teammates, his early coaches, his hometown of Wichita and his family.

When the Lions drafted him third overall, he had been bypassed by the Cowboys, who selected Troy Aikman, and the Packers, who received heat for years for taking Tony Mandarich, who was a bust.

Sanders had won the Heisman Trophy at Oklahoma State in 1988.

Like Billy Sims, he didn’t start out playing running back in high school. He played cornerback and wingback until his senior year. When the regular tailback was suspended for disciplinary reasons, Sanders took his spot and gained a school-record 274 yards and four touchdowns.

At Oklahoma State he set or tied 24 NCAA records. In his three seasons with the Cowboys he accumulated 3,797 yards and 55 touchdowns.

Like Calvin Johnson, Sanders has always been humble.

Apart from his amazing moves, he wasn’t flashy, didn’t do touchdown dances. He scored 109 TDs in his Lions career (ten receiving). Afterward, he would always hand the football to the official—you know, like he’d been there before.


CHAPTER 2

CALVIN JOHNSON

Wide receiver, 2007–present

The Game: December 22, 2012 vs. the Atlanta Falcons at Ford Field

ATLANTA FALCONS 31, DETROIT LIONS 18

Calvin Johnson is a man of few words.

It’s just his way.

As mind-blowing as some of his catches are, the Lions wide receiver remains humble.

He doesn’t seek the spotlight; it just seems to find him.

Maybe it has something to do with the highlight reel catches that are just the norm for the man known as Megatron.

His teammates will gladly heap on the accolades.

On October 27, 2013, Johnson had 329 receiving yards on 14 of 16 receiving in a 31–30 comeback win over the Dallas Cowboys at Ford Field. It was the second-most receiving yards in a single game in NFL history.

“I’d have to say that win against the Cowboys, that was a crazy game in my career,’’ Johnson said.

It wasn’t a shocker really.

This is what he does.

His teammates have seen it all in games and even at practice where Johnson does not hold back.

Here’s what some of the Lions had to say to the media that day:

•   “I’ve literally never seen anything like that before in my life. He’s the greatest receiver in the history of the National Football League.”—Lions running back Reggie Bush.

•   “I have not ever seen anything like that. As a receiver, you’re like, yeah, 100 yards would be a great day. I can’t tell you what 300 would do. That’s probably more receiving yards than I’ve got on the season. So that tells you something right there.”—Lions wide receiver Kris Durham.

•   “Amazing. Nothing more you have to say about him…. It shouldn’t surprise me, but it just amazes me every time. I mean, you should hear it out there. We’re in the pocket and it’s, ‘Oh, my God! Oh, my God!’ It’s crazy.”—Lions veteran center Dominic Raiola.

•   “The greatest.”—left guard Rob Sims.

•   “That’s some Madden stuff right there.”—rookie right guard Larry Warford.

•   “Going up and catching that ball on the first play, Calvin Johnson on a safety is as good of a match-up you’re going to get. The guy goes up and makes a freak-show catch. He does it all the time.’’ “The best thing about that dude is how humble he is and how much of a team player he is. I can’t express it enough to you guys. I say it, but you guys don’t really know it because you’re not in the locker room with him. But he’s a heck of a teammate and everybody respects the heck out of him. He’s a self-less player, a guy that works his tail off to sometimes get ready to play. He catches the ball however many times today and gets hit all the time…. He made some big-time catches at some big-time moments.’’—Lions quarterback Matthew Stafford.
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Calvin Johnson finds space on the field on a routine basis. Photo courtesy of the Detroit Lions

•   “Just wait until he’s 100 percent.”—Coach Jim Schwartz referring to fact Johnson was coming off a leg injury.

As expected, Johnson didn’t have too much to say about his unbelievable day.

“It’s crazy you know, shoot, we got one-on-one coverage,’’ Johnson told reporters. “I don’t know what our percentages were we were able to hit on a lot of deep passes, intermediate, we were all over the place.’’

The Lions finished with 623 yards of offense—356 more than the Cowboys.

It was quite the game.

And yet that game against the Cowboys is not Calvin Johnson’s most memorable game. It is a standout and he mentioned it as a contender, but the game that stands out for him was when he broke Jerry Rice’s record for receiving yards in a single season, which had stood since 1995 at 1,848.

It was a special season for Johnson, no doubt about it.

That day was almost perfect.

The Game

By Calvin Johnson

“I broke the record; that was a big-time game. It’s not easy to decide since there were so many big games,’’ Johnson said. “It’s definitely that one.”

Johnson needed 182 yards that day to break Rice’s record. It certainly wasn’t a lock.

But he said there was no added pressure. He still had another game in the season to break the record.

“I just kind of went with it,’’ Johnson said. ‘When it’s game time the job’s in front of you, when you have the opportunity to take advantage, you just do it.’’

His second reception that day was for 49 yards on a pass from Matthew Stafford.

All of a sudden, it looked like it might be easy.

“Coming off the first reception, right off the bat early in the game, I went to the sideline I don’t know who I was talking to, my coach he might have said we don’t [have to worry] today.’’

Johnson said that in some games, it’s apparent early that everything will fall his way.

“It doesn’t happen as much as you want it to; [but] there are games where you can tell early,’’ Johnson said.

When he made the record breaking catch—his tenth of the game—it was on a first-and-10 from the Lions’ 20-yard line. It was the same route he’d run earlier in the game without success. He knew that was the moment. It put him over 200 yards for the day, but more importantly, it put him ahead of Rice in the record book.

The crowd at Ford Field erupted, because the fans knew, too.

Johnson took the ball to the sideline and handed it to his father who was waiting.

That is the precise moment that made the day.

“There were a lot of games, but that was special because my dad was there,’’ said Johnson, an only child who is close with his family.

“It was I think a big symbol of the hard work that I’ve seen him put in, translate that onto the field and all the hard work I’ve put in in my profession,’’ Johnson said. “There’s a lot of correlations I could come up with.’’

Even with his son earning one of the richest NFL contracts ever, his dad had kept his job with the railroad in Atlanta. He and Calvin’s mom, who works for a school system, set the example for their son for hard work.

They got to celebrate the results that day.

Offhand, Johnson couldn’t even recall if the Lions had won that game. It was the seventh straight loss in a disappointing season for the Lions, who had made the playoffs in 2011.

Johnson’s road to the record added a sweet moment to an otherwise sour season.

Not surprisingly, Johnson gave credit to Stafford.

“It’s half his, too, you know, he’s the one delivering me the ball every week,’’ Johnson said that day. “When we both stay healthy man we can do some special things out there.’’

Johnson addressed his teammates after the game.

“You know Calvin, he didn’t say a whole lot,’’ Stafford told reporters. “But he told us he appreciated our hard work and our help to get him there and he thought it was a team thing—exactly what you would think Calvin Johnson would say is what he said and I’m just proud to be associated with him.’’

After the game, coach Jim Schwartz told reporters: “I’ve been an NFL fan my whole life, dating back to watching Johnny Unitas and Raymond Berry as a kid, and I’ve coached in this league for nineteen years. I’ve seen a lot of Hall of Famers, but I’ve never seen a better player than Calvin Johnson. He just broke a record set by Jerry Rice, who is arguably the best player in the history of this league.”

Hard to top that memory.

Other Memorable Moments

Johnson finished that game with 1,892 yards. The next week, the final game of the 2012 season, he would add 72 more. So the record now stands at 1,964. Of any wide receiver who has a chance to break it, Johnson might have the best odds.

Breaking Rice’s record was just one of the milestones hit by Johnson in that loss to the Falcons.

On the same record-breaking 26-yard catch, he also set an NFL record for his fourth straight 10-catch game.

When he went over the 100-yard mark earlier that game he set an NFL record with eight consecutive games of 100-plus yards. He also tied Michael Irvin for the NFL record of 11 100-yard receiving games in a season.

Johnson set a Lions franchise record for most receiving yards in a season on his second catch of the night—a 49-yard pass play from quarterback Matthew Stafford. He surpassed Herman Moore, who set the record of 1,686 yards in 1995.

So let’s just get this over with now.

Johnson’s name is all over the NFL and the Lions’ record books:

•   Two-time NFL receiving yards leader for a season in 2011 and 2012

•   NFC receiving touchdowns leader in 2010 and 2011

•   Second most all-time receiving yards in a game with 329

•   Only player in NFL history with 5,000-plus receiving yards in a three-year period

•   Pro football record for most career games with 200-plus receiving yards five times, which ties him with Lance Alworth

•   Lions all-time leader in receiving yards and touchdowns

•   Fastest receiver to reach 10,000 receiving yards in the NFL

Also:

•   Selected for the Pro Bowl five times (2010–2014)

•   Three-time first team All-Pro (2011, 2012, 2013)

•   Ranked No. 2 in the Top 100 Players of 2014

•   Ranked No. 3 in the Top 100 players of 2013

•   Ranked No. 3 in the Top 100 players of 2012

•   Ranked No. 27 in the Top 100 players of 2011

Herman Moore still owns the Lions records for most receptions in a career with 670. Johnson needs 28 to take over in that category.

Moore also owns the franchise record for most receptions in a season with 123 (1995). Johnson had 122 in 2012.

He also has a dubious honor. There’s an NFL rule on completing a catch that has been named the Calvin Johnson rule.

Johnson made what appeared to be a game-winning touchdown catch at Chicago in the first game of the 2010 season. However, it was overturned because players who fall to the ground while catching a pass must maintain control of the ball “throughout the process of contacting the ground.”

“The process”—those are the key words.

The NFL has discussed changing the rule but has so far stood with it. Johnson was victim of it again in the Lions’ 2013 opener against the Vikings. On a 20-yard touchdown pass, Johnson got two feet down and appeared to control the ball as it broke the plane of the goal line. Upon further review, it was determined that he didn’t maintain control all the way, and the catch was ruled incomplete.

Even Johnson was confused that day about the rule. “Yeah, they got me again,” he told reporters. “I’m going to have about four different pictures in there (the rulebook). I caught the ball, and my feet touched, and then I dove in. I mean, I don’t know.”

So he marches on.

After reading his list of accomplishments, it’s hard to imagine that fans were second-guessing Lions’ management in 2007. Johnson didn’t have a rip-roaring rookie season and fans were up in arms (imagine that) because they weren’t sure he was worth the second overall pick.

After all, they could have had Adrian Peterson or Joe Thomas or Patrick Willis.

Johnson missed a few days of training camp as a rookie while contract negotiations continued. He agreed on a whopping six-year, $55.5 million contract that includes almost $27.2 million in guarantees. With bonuses, the contract has a maximum value of $64 million, and it makes him the highest-paid player in Lions history.
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Matthew Stafford knows he just has to get the ball in the vicinity of Calvin Johnson and he’ll do the rest. Photo courtesy of the Detroit Lions

Even though he had won the Biletnikoff Award as the best receiver in college and even though many experts considered him the best player in the 2007 draft (the Raiders took quarterback JaMarcus Russell with the first overall pick), his teammates weren’t sure what to expect from him in his first game.
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