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FOREWORD


BY DAVID TYREE


I grew up in Essex Country, New Jersey, and moved to Montclair in 1990 where athletics really came alive for me. The town has such a rich tradition in sports. Long before my success, there were a number of other people from Montclair that became professional athletes. Sports gave my life a sense of purpose, direction and discipline. It allowed me to dream, set goals and achieve them.


When I think about New York sports, the word that comes to mind is passion. There is a strong sense of pride evoking high standards and expectations. I was a solid sports fan growing up, I was captivated with the ’86 Mets with Doc Gooden and Darryl Strawberry. But in my heart of hearts, it was all about the Knicks. For me to be from Jersey, then getting drafted by the Giants in 2003, was a dream come true. I was just anxious to find a role and prove I belonged with the Giants, who are such an iconic franchise. I wanted to be a part of that legacy. It really brought everything together for me. It was a script that couldn’t have been written better for me.


Now to be told that I am a part of the number one moment in the history of New York sports is humbling. There’s no city in the world like New York City. There are very few things that New York isn’t at the pinnacle of including sports, media, finance. And with my honest opinion, yeah, I’m in full agreement with the Helmet Catch being the best moment in New York sports history.


When you think about Joe Namath, Willis Reed, Reggie, and Phil Simms, it sounds surreal. There have been so many incredible sports moments in our city, so even to be considered in the conversation with these heroes is an honor. It is a little overwhelming, honestly, because there’s so many great athletes who have played in the city. The meaning and gratitude . . . it is difficult to find words. NYC, we did it!!


When I made the Helmet Catch, I had no clue how good it was. In the postgame press conference, I gave Eli all the credit and I meant it. He did an amazing job breaking free from the Patriots’ pass rush and getting that pass off to me. I knew that it was a good catch, but I didn’t know that the ball was actually pinned to my helmet. So, the entire time, I’m giving postgame interviews, I knew I had the game of my life. I knew we won the Super Bowl, upset the undefeated Patriots and prevented them from making NFL history, and that I actually played a big role in it, but I didn’t see the catch until I got back to the hotel and saw the replay and the ball stuck on the side of my head. For the first time in my life, I was actually impressed with my own work. After seeing it, I was definitely a little surprised that I held onto the ball. That being said, I am a man of faith and I believe in miracles. I also knew that catch was an appointment with destiny. No four-leaf clovers here.


I don’t call it luck because it meant far more to myself and so many others in a way that that transcends happenstance. I’ve had people tell me that they’ve had family members who were terminally sick and their lives extended eight months longer after watching our Super Bowl together as a family. So, to me with the Helmet Catch, it was a moment of significance, a moment where all my years of effort finally paid off. I was one of the best special teams players in the NFL always looking to prove myself as a wide receiver. The Super Bowl provided that moment of validation for me. It showed others I could play the position at a high level, and deliver when it counted the most. It was definitely a miracle. It happened when it was supposed to happen, for the team that it was supposed to happen to, and for the city that deserved it most.


It was great to turn the Patriots into an 18–1 team rather than finish their season at 19–0. It may be a little petty—but no one is perfect. They are still one of the best teams to ever play in the NFL. It just goes to show how difficult it is to win a Super Bowl. What a gritty outfit the Giants were in 2007. It was a traditional David vs. Goliath story. It was a test of our resolve against a little bit of overconfidence from our competitors from New England. We were a special team and a special group of guys that had a special bond. Those are usually the teams that win championships.


I’m excited to rejoice in the other nineteen moments. As I get older, my respect for the game, the history of each sport, and heroes that build eternal memories increase exponentially. I’m actually really, really excited and intrigued by this project, because I’ve always been more interested in other people than myself. I can’t wait to learn a little bit more about the moments that have been chosen. I’m excited to celebrate those achievements, and to lift up the crowd, in honor of them as well.


We couldn’t have asked for two more credible people to write this book than Todd Ehrlich and Gary Myers. Let’s start with Gary. In my experience as a player, you start to understand the role of the newspaper writers and columnists and you appreciate the demands on them. They have to share the storylines and feed the hysteria. There’s only a handful of people that actually have command of these moments and understand their importance and significance. There couldn’t be a better voice to write about New York sports history and shape what they meant to the city than Gary’s, who grew up in Fresh Meadows, Queens, less than ten miles from Shea Stadium.


Todd Ehrlich’s credibility is unquestioned. He is an incredibly passionate TV producer and executive. He’s been committed to formulating and delivering the storylines and significant moments throughout New York sports since the mid-eighties. I’ve had a chance to work with him on multiple occasions, and it’s been nothing but fruitful. I am excited about his contributions to the New York sports community and really excited about this book. This is an important project.


I’m humbled that I was asked to write the foreword. I want to express my gratitude to Todd and Gary for this honor. That’s the biggest thing I can say. I also want to say thank you, New York, New Jersey, and all the local sports fans that cherish these moments as much as we cherish the opportunity to deliver them. The shared connection that we have with our unique city, and its sports fans, is what makes this opportunity special for me. When I reflect on the significance of studying history, it shows us not only where we’ve been, but where we’re going. New York is the greatest sports city in the country, and in the world for that matter. There are very few places that have sports moments that can measure up to New York’s. There is a lot to celebrate on the pages of this book. We get a chance to tip our hats to the past and perhaps get a glimpse of the future.





INTRODUCTION


The 20 Greatest Moments in New York Sports History was written for sports fans of every generation. It will bring back memories for those who lived through these historic moments and shine a light for those who didn’t. Where were you when the “Miracle Mets” won the World Series? When Bucky Dent earned a new middle name? When Mark Messier made his historic guarantee? For fans who were not alive for some or any of these moments, this book was written with the hope that it will spark conversations with their parents and grandparents. Hopefully, this book will bring families closer together and create dinner table conversations that can last a lifetime.


We not only want to revisit some of the happiest moments of your fandom, but also take you down the road that led into history, supplemented by never told until now anecdotes. How was the team constructed, what were the key plays, games, or decisions along the road? Some of the paths were a straight line, some were a winding road, but all will surprise, thrill, and enlighten you.


The best way to take a trip down memory lane is by talking to those who were there. As such, this book includes more than one hundred original interviews with players, broadcasters, writers, and even a director/comedian (you need to read the book to uncover his name). As you flip through these pages you will be treated to stories from your sports heroes detailing how they got there, what the moment meant to them, and how it changed their lives. You will be treated to stories that will make you think, “I didn’t know that.” The one phrase that made me the happiest when conducting these interviews was “I have never told this story publicly before.” I hope that you will come away both entertained and educated about sports history in New York.


One day, my dad dropped me off at the train station. I was running late—really late. I ran into a bookstore, with seconds to spare, to grab a book to read during my train ride. I went directly to the sports section and selected a book by the colors of my favorite football team. Once I sat down and caught my breath, it dawned on me that sports fans were both hyperlocal and passionate primarily about their home teams. That’s when I decided to write a book about the greatest moments in New York sports history. As a New York television sports producer—whose jobs included interviewing athletes and producing shows with live sports guests—it dawned on me that I had relationships and the contact information for many of the most prominent athletes in the history of sports here in the Big Apple. So, that was a leg up in getting the project off the ground. I also have worked in the New York market covering sports since 1984. I grew up watching or covering most of the moments in the book.


Steve Serby of the New York Post was the first person to believe in the project and partner with me on pitching the book. Then Elliott Kalb came on board when I offered to dust off the book proposal and search for a publisher for a second time. Finally, Gary Myers, a New York Times best-selling author and former long-time columnist for the Daily News, helped get the book across the finish line. There are no overnight sensations in sports or literary pursuits, as this book took over two decades from concept to your hands.


There isn’t a person that I shared the book’s concept with that didn’t immediately list their top memories. Most people came up with a lot of the same moments, but the ranking depended on the teams that they support. We are open to any and all debate about the ranking, but I dare say that each of the moments will bring back happy memories to all who start turning these pages.


Thank you for buying the book, and I hope that you enjoy reading it as much as I did in researching and writing it.


Todd Ehrlich




#1


SUPER BOWL XLII: NEW YORK GIANTS vs. NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS


FEBRUARY 3, 2008


THE HELMET CATCH
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TIME CAPSULE


• Mayor of New York: Mike Bloomberg


• Oscar, Best Picture: The Departed


• Oscar, Best Actor: Forest Whitaker, The Last King of Scotland


• Oscar, Best Actress: Helen Mirren, The Queen


• Grammy, Album of the Year: Herbie Hancock, River: The Joni Letters


• Grammy, Record of the Year: Amy Winehouse, “Rehab,” Back to Black


• President of the US: George W. Bush


• Price of Gas: $2.84/Gallon


• Heisman Trophy: Tim Tebow, quarterback, Florida





PREGAME


Question: Can an inanimate object catch a ball?


Answer: In the history of man, the answer was only ‘yes’ on February 3, 2008.


Apparently, a football helmet can catch a ball. However, we have a long road to travel before we can tell that story. When you hear the term road trip, what comes to mind? Thelma and Louise, Easy Rider, Midnight Run, or even a trip you took with some college friends?


Arguably the greatest road trip in sports history was taken by the 2007 New York Giants. As all good road trips, it began right at home with a glorious—if seemingly unattainable—destination in mind, and carried right over into the new year. This one started at Giants Stadium, on the evening of December 29, 2007, with a hard-fought 38–35 loss to Bill Belichick’s New England Patriots, which enabled the Pats to finish off the first 16–0 regular season in NFL history. The Giants already had their playoff seeding locked up, but instead of resting his starters for the wild-card game the following week in Tampa Bay as many coaches would have done—Giants coach Tom Coughlin decided to go all out rather than just laying down and allowing New England to finish off its undefeated season. Coughlin also felt that, if his team played well against the New England powerhouse machine, it could establish momentum going into the playoffs. Being old school, he firmly believed it was crucial for the integrity of the league for the Giants not to mail it in.


It turned out to be a brilliant decision. The Giants held a fourth quarter lead, scared the heck out of the Patriots, and even though they would end up losing, gained a psychological advantage in the longshot event that the teams would meet in the Super Bowl.


“I’ll never forget. I was also working for Sirius XM NFL radio, and Dan Koppen of the Patriots had a weekly spot on my show,” recalled Bob Papa, the radio voice of the Giants. “In the old Giants Stadium, I take the elevator down, I had to go to the locker room to do the Giants postgame interviews—which means we have to walk past the visiting team’s locker room. And I see Dan Koppen and I stopped and said, ‘Hey Dan, congratulations on the undefeated season.’ He says, ‘Hey thanks, bud,’ but he said, ‘I hope we don’t see those guys again. That was one tough game.’ So, the Giants had left their mark on the Patriots that day.”


Coughlin walked into his office at 5 a.m. the morning after the three-point loss to a message on his answering machine from the legendary John Madden:


Just called to congratulate you and your team for a great effort last night. Not good, but great. I think it is one of the best things to happen to the NFL in the last ten years, and I don’t know if they all know it, but they should be very grateful to you and your team for what you did. I believe so firmly in this: That there is only one way to play the game, and it is a regular-season game, and you go out to win the darn game. I was just so proud being a part of the NFL and what your guys did and the way you did it. You proved that it’s a game and there’s only one way to play the game and you did it. The NFL needed it. We’ve gotten too much of, “Well, they’re going to rest their players and don’t need to win, therefore they won’t win.” Well, that’s not sports and that’s not competition. I’m a little emotional about it. I’m just so proud.


The character of the 2007 Giants was on full display for the world to see in that Week 17 game. They honored the sports credo: play every minute of every game to the best of your ability and with the singular goal of winning. Nothing less is acceptable.


“Obviously, we had so much respect for John Madden, and it just kind of confirmed that it was the right thing to do and that we trusted Coach Coughlin and whatever he said we did,” said Eli Manning. “He was our leader. And he said we’re playing and, hey, we went out there and competed our tails off, and we did the right thing. And football’s about playing the game and you play the game hard all the time. We definitely used that game as motivation and my mentality was let’s go out there and see how we compete against the best team in the NFL right now, these guys are undefeated. And to go out there and hang with them into the fourth quarter gave us confidence going into the playoffs. We felt like we can beat them. It just prepared us and gave us a little momentum going into that Tampa game and then later into Dallas and Green Bay.”


The road trip went through Florida (a 24–14 win over the Bucs), Big D (a 21–17 nail-biter over the Cowboys) and the frozen tundra (a 23–20 overtime victory over the Packers), and the last stop was in Glendale, Arizona, on February 3, 2008, at Super Bowl XLII. It’s where the Giants created one of the most enduring memories in not only the history of New York sports, but in the history of sports, period.


The David Tyree “Helmet Catch.”


That catch led to one of the most stunning upset victories in Super Bowl history, over a Patriots team that added playoff victories over the Jaguars (31–20) and Chargers (21–12) to come into the game at 18–0, needing one more victory to match the ’72 Dolphins (who were 17–0, including three postseason victories) with the only perfect seasons in league history.


The helmet catch was only the end of the play. First, there was an equally improbable escape by Eli Manning to avoid a sack and get the pass off when he somehow worked himself free from his jersey being grabbed, stepped back in the pocket, and let it fly down the middle of the field to the most unexpected receiver on the team—one who had a dreadful practice that Friday, dropping everything thrown his way.


Whew. That’s a lot of stuff happening.


Tyree was one of the top special team players in the league. As a receiver? Not as much.


Tyree’s catch—with All-Pro safety Rodney Harrison draped all over him—is an all-time great. It never would have happened if Manning hadn’t first pulled off his Houdini act—with future Hall of Famer Richard Seymour having a chunk of his jersey in his left hand and referee Mike Carey coming so close to ruling the play dead—with Manning in the grasp.


“I think it is the biggest play ever in a Super Bowl game,” said Giants defensive end Justin Tuck, who easily could have been named Super Bowl MVP after sacking Tom Brady twice and providing constant pressure. “The most remarkable play ever in a Super Bowl game. Considering as unathletic as Eli is, for him to break the tackles, and stay out of the grasp of that sack, and then throw a pass to one of the most unlikely of recipients for a pass in David Tyree going against one of the most feared defensive players of his time in Rodney Harrison—there are so many storylines in that one play.”


There were important stops along the way in Florida, Texas, and Wisconsin, but before we get to that, we need to start with what happened between the Giants’ last championship in Super Bowl XXV and how they even got to this point.


* * *


It all started with Bill Belichick, the head coach of the Patriots, on that December night that left such an impression on John Madden. Belichick came into the public eye years before as the Giants’ defensive coordinator under Bill Parcells. They led the New York Giants to two Super Bowl wins: Super Bowl XXI, breaking a 30-year championship drought for Big Blue, and Super Bowl and XXV.


In 1996, the two Bills reunited in New England. Belichick served as the Patriots’ assistant head coach and defensive backfield coach under Parcells. The two led the Patriots to Super Bowl XXXI, where they lost to the Packers. They then packed up and headed back to the Big Apple, joining the New York Jets in 1997, which caused acrimony, to say the least, with the Patriots and their owner, Robert Kraft. It cost the Jets picks in the first four rounds of the draft, spread over three years.


Following the 1999 season, Parcells resigned as the Jets’ coach, contractually elevating Belichick as his successor. The next day, Belichick put in his resignation letter on a piece of note paper, inking that he resigned as “HC of the NYJ,” preempting the press conference that was to introduce him as the Jets’ new head coach. Belichick was the Jets coach for a day.


Kraft and the Patriots hired Belichick as their head coach and, for releasing Belichick from his contract, the Jets received the Patriots’ first-round pick in the 2000 draft, along with exchanging other picks in the 2001 and 2002 drafts. It may have been the most lopsided trade in the history of the NFL, and the Jets were not on the winning side.


What happened? Well, the Patriots drafted Tom Brady and won three Super Bowls in four years. In 2006, the Patriots made it all the way to the AFC Championship Game, where they lost a 21–3 lead to Peyton Manning and the Indianapolis Colts. The following year, looking to avenge that bitter disappointment, the Patriots were on a mission.


The Jets were first up to start the 2007 regular season. On September 9, 2007, Matt Estrella, a Patriots video assistant, was caught illegally taping the signals of Jets defensive coaches during the season opener at Giants Stadium. When an NFL security official confiscated his video camera and videotape, the jig was up. The incident was dubbed “Spygate.”


From 2000 to 2005, Jets head coach Eric Mangini was a Belichick assistant and possessed an insider’s knowledge. The commissioner ruled that the Patriots had indeed violated league rules, fining Belichick $500,000, taking away a first-round pick and fining the team $250,000 . . . but Belichick was not suspended. The league confiscated and destroyed all the evidence of the scandal.


On the field, the 2007 Patriots could not be stopped. The NFL played forty-four seasons (1978–2021) with a 16-game schedule. This 2007 team was the only one to finish a perfect regular season, at 16–0. But it’s not that they just won . . . they dominated. Belichick not only wanted to beat other teams to prove the videotaping, and the entire Spygate scandal, was meaningless and it was wrong to label him a cheater, he wanted to utterly destroy them.


New England scored a record 589 points (134 more than the next-closest team, the Dallas Cowboys), averaging more than 36 points per game. Only four times did the Patriots fail to score at least 30 points. They outscored their opponents by 315 points, an average margin of 19.7 per game. (The only other team to have a win margin over 10 was the Colts, with 11.8.) Brady threw a record 50 touchdowns, and Randy Moss caught a record 23 TDs. Brady and Moss set the record in the fourth quarter of the final game of the regular season against the Giants.


* * *


The New York Giants were a good, but not great, team. They were led by Manning who, in his fourth season, tossed 23 touchdown passes—not even half of Brady’s total. Four of the twenty-three came in the season finale against the Patriots. One thing the Giants had going for them: Manning, at twenty-six, was unflappable. Brady, meanwhile, was a perfectionist. The Giants knew he hated pressure up the middle and if they could show that early, they felt they could rattle him. They did have tremendous respect for him. After all, the Giants led the regular season meeting by 12 points in the third quarter—the Patriots’ largest deficit of the season—though could not make it stick.


The Super Bowl road trip started with a win in Tampa Bay, 24–14. Next stop: Dallas. Swept by the No. 1 seed Cowboys during the regular season, the Giants staged an upset in the first-ever postseason meeting between the long-time rivals, winning 21–17. The 13–3 ’Boys had won three more games than the 10–6 Giants during the season.


The Giants next traveled to the frozen tundra of Lambeau Field to take on the Packers and the ghost of Vince Lombardi in the NFC Championship Game. It wasn’t just the tundra that was frozen that day. Everything was frozen, including Coughlin’s rosy-red face. The game-time temperature was minus 1, with a minus 23-degree windchill. It ranked as the fifth coldest game day in NFL history. But the Giants left the field feeling warm all over with an overtime win and an all-expenses paid trip to thaw out in sunny Phoenix, with a shot at the Lombardi Trophy.


“We knew we were good on the road, we just kind of had that road warrior mentality. It was our motto going into the playoffs,” Manning said. “We knew we were going to have to win three on the road and then one in the Super Bowl to be champions. That was the mindset, we’re a good road team. We lost the first game of the season on the road to the Cowboys, but we put up a ton of points and played Dallas tough. We figured out that we can hang with anybody. And we found the way we needed to play and just kind of rode with it.”


Manning played one of the most clutch games of his career, overcoming subhuman conditions in Green Bay, but if the Giants were going to win the Super Bowl, the defense was going to have to bring it home. There was no resemblance to the defense that gave up a combined 80 points in the first two games of the season against Dallas and Green Bay, but just held those teams to a total of 37 points in back-to-back playoff games. The defensive ends, Osi Umenyiora and Michael Strahan, combined for 22 sacks in the regular season, with Justin Tuck contributing 10 more. The Giants led the NFL with 53 sacks. Defensive coordinator Steve Spagnuolo knew he was going to have to devise a game plan to put plenty of pressure on Brady.


When asked for a prediction in the week leading up to the Super Bowl, Giants wide receiver Plaxico Burress picked his team to emerge with a 23–17 victory. This amused and insulted Brady, and he replied with a laugh, “We are only going to score 17 points, OK. Is Plax going to play defense? I wish he said 45 to 42 or something like that. At least he gave us a little more credit for scoring a few points.”


As it would turn out, Burress was not giving his defensive teammates enough credit. Strong leadership and focus would be one of the keys heading into the game, if the Giants wanted to stop the Patriots from being the first ever 19-win undefeated Super Bowl champion.


“We didn’t think about that, to be honest with you,” Tuck said. “We thought about it from perspective of this is just another game. I think Coach Coughlin and the leadership on our team did a really good job of keeping people focused and not to get into the hoopla of being 19–0 and that storyline. Because none of that mattered, we were a team there to win a football game. They were a team there to win a football game. It’s the Super Bowl, you can throw all the records out, you can throw all the previous matchups out, all that doesn’t matter. So, I think the reason why we were so successful is because we held that Super Bowl as what it was, it was another game, and it was just one game. And we didn’t think about what they had previously did, you know, obviously studied them. But that had no bearing on how we were gonna play that night. So, I think it obviously means a lot we add in the fact that that’s a Boston-New York rivalry. It’s a great defense versus a great offense. There’s a lot of storylines you can take from it. But at the end of the day, the storyline for us was just the opportunity that we had to win a Super Bowl.”


There was serious preparation that went into the game plan. Every minute would count when it came to setting the tone, as it had all season long under Coughlin.


“After our first practice session in Phoenix, they had In-N-Out Burger for all of us,” says Tuck. “And we’re all on the bus, getting ready to leave. And we’re like, why isn’t the bus leaving and we’re looking out the windows and Coach Coughlin is sitting on the curb eating In-N-Out Burger. He had ketchup all over his face and it was like the best thing he had ever had, and he finally gotten In-N-Out Burger and he was enjoying it. I’m not saying we were late leaving, but let’s just say we didn’t leave as promptly as we normally would have left because of Coach Coughlin. Which was funny because of his rule of being five minutes early and now he’s the one who is holding us up.”


Maybe a little balanced leadership and In-N-Out Burgers helped as well. There were a lot of questions leading into the Super Bowl. Could the New York Giants beat New England and their record-setting offense? Could the Giants give an ounce of pleasure to the fan base of their co-tenants, the New York Jets, who had watched the Patriots steal their head coach, spy on their signals, and trounce them repeatedly for a generation?


The answer was in Tyree’s helmet. He had never caught more than 19 passes in a season, and heading into the Super Bowl had caught just four balls for 35 yards and no touchdowns. In New York’s first three playoff games, he had one catch for all of four yards. Tyree overcame it all, used his head (and helmet) to help the Giants win Super Bowl XLII and end the road trip happily in the desert of Big Blue dreams.


TYREE, ELI ARE MIRACLE WORKERS


BY PETER BOTTE


You can pardon David Tyree for borrowing the classic broadcasting call from likely the most memorable and significant sporting result in history.


Tyree’s pinned catch against his helmet on the Giants’ winning drive in Super Bowl XLII in Glendale, Arizona, in 2008 may not quite have been akin to the group of unheralded American amateur hockey players upsetting the heavily favored Russians on their unlikely path to gold medal at the 1980 Winter Olympics in Lake Placid.


In a word, however, it certainly was miraculous.


“Do you believe in miracles?” David Tyree responded with a laugh when asked how he held onto the ball. “Because as much as any man can say he’s prepared for that moment, that moment can never be recreated. So, there’s nothing that I could have done to practice or prepare to defy both physics and logic and come up with that catch—an instance that was that iconic. So that’s why I always approached it with a lot of humility.”


Of course, everything about the circumstances surrounding this moment fit under the miraculous and legendary headings. Former Giants assistant coach Bill Belichick, now regarded as the greatest coach in NFL history, future Hall of Fame quarterback Tom Brady, and the New England Patriots were gunning for a perfect 19–0 season.


The Tom Coughlin–coached Giants, a wild card entry who had posted three consecutive road wins in the NFC playoffs, had just given up a touchdown pass from Brady to Randy Moss and trailed 14–10 when they got the ball back with 2:39 remaining.


On third-and-five from the Giants’ 44-yard line—one play after Manning nearly was (and should have been) picked off on the right sideline by Patriots cornerback Asante Samuel—Peyton’s kid brother somehow escaped the temporary grasp of defensive linemen Richard Seymour and Jarvis Green and scrambled to his right.


Manning then heaved the ball down the middle of the field towards the Super Bowl logo, where Tyree—with safety Rodney Harrison draped all over him—leapt and snared the ball against his helmet for an unreal 32-yard reception and a first down at the New England 24-yard line.


Four plays later, Manning—the Super Bowl MVP for the first of two times in five years—found Plaxico Burress in the corner of the end zone for a 14-yard score with 35 seconds on the clock.


The Giants would upend the Pats again behind another late Manning scoring drive in Super Bowl XLVI and only made the playoffs one more time in the decade.


Tyree’s miraculous “Catch 42” remains the greatest play in Super Bowl history.


“I remember being in the locker room and saying I want to watch SportsCenter, I want to see the catch. Everybody keeps talking about this catch and I didn’t really see it,” Manning said three years after his retirement from football. “It wasn’t until later that night that I really got to see what an impressive catch it was.”


POSTGAME


Greatest Road Trip in the History of the NFL


SHAUN O’HARA (GIANTS CENTER): There are two things that travel well, having a running game, and a great defense. We had those two that year. We had Brandon Jacobs, Ahmad Bradshaw, those were our one-two punch. In 2007 our defense was phenomenal. We have etched on our Super Bowl rings, “11 straight on the road,” that had never been done before.


AMANI TOOMER (GIANTS WIDE RECEIVER): We were a veteran team. When you’re on the road, you realize how you really need each other. There was a lot of guys that played a lot of years together on that team. I just know, I really enjoyed playing on the road. I enjoyed silencing crowds. That was one of my favorite things to do.


SHAUN O’HARA: Ironically, that year, we played in the very first London game. Traveling on long flights and staying in a motel for three or four days. Talking to some of the guys, those were times we bonded as a team. We talked about what it would be like to play in the Super Bowl. You’re in a neutral site, both teams are traveling. We’re here for business. We’re here to work. We’re here to win a football game. So that was kind of a little foreshadowing for us as to what was to come. But I think all of those things were all factors.


We just kind of took that mindset anytime we went on the road. That’s when Strahan started his “us against the world.” We fit that underdog narrative to a T, the whole year. I felt we thrived when we were on the road. Our focus was that it was a business trip.


Friday’s Practice


AMANI TOOMER: David had a horrible practice on Friday. I mean, he dropped so many balls.


DAVID TYREE (GIANTS WIDE RECEIVER): That Friday practice, which is supposed to be a dress rehearsal, which means it’s supposed to be buttoned up and clean, Plaxico Burress was injured. They were a little uncertain about his status going into Sunday. I was taking a lot of reps, and I was dropping everything. It was probably the worst practice I’ve ever had in my entire history of being an athlete. It wasn’t a fun experience at the moment, but it didn’t carry over into the game.


Eli kind of encouraged me afterward saying, “You’re a gamer, I know you’ll be ready.”


ELI MANNING (GIANTS QUARTERBACK): David had a terrible practice on that Friday, he dropped everything. He caught a touchdown early in the Super Bowl. We had a special play for him that we put in on a kind of fake block and run and a little pop pass that he got the touchdown. I always believe and trust my guys. If you don’t trust your gut, you’ll be hesitant on everything.


A Giant Standard to Maintain


SHAUN O’HARA: I remember Harry Carson coming in to talk to the team. I remember, George Martin was always around along with Howard Cross and Carl Banks.


You would see these guys and as players you always kind of felt that you wanted to get to a level to make them proud. It’s a proud organization. It’s one of the flagship franchises in the NFL. I think that we all felt that as players when you have those championships like they had in ’87 and ’91. You feel like that’s our standard, we’ve got to get to that.


What’s Under an Underdog


SHAUN O’HARA: Nobody gave us a chance to win that game.


JIM NANTZ (CBS SPORTS ANNOUNCER): The amazing thing to me is I had the perspective on what was about to be the completion of the perfect season. At CBS we’re the network of the AFC. I called half of the Patriots’ games during the regular season and I had all the playoff games through the AFC Championship Game. So, I felt like we were handing off the eventual undefeated Super Bowl champion, New England Patriots, to FOX Sports for the Super Bowl. They seemed destined to be the first team since the ’72 Dolphins to run the table. You knew it was going to take a great game plan, a hell of a lot of determination, and maybe a freakish bounce of the ball or an odd play for the Giants to be able to pull it off. And that’s exactly what happened with the Helmet Catch.


BOB PAPA (RADIO VOICE OF THE GIANTS): At that time, I was also working for NFL Network. The Patriots were the first media session on media day, the Giants went second. They asked if I would come on the NFL Network set for the last two segments with Solomon Wilcots to talk about the game. So, I said sure.


So, I’m on the set with Solomon Wilcots, and I’m giving all the reasons why I think the Giants could win the football game. They’re hot, they went down to Dallas and beat the Cowboys; they went to Lambeau Field and beat Brett Favre; their pass rush was playing well, and they can get there with just four guys.


In the regular season finale, the Giants had given the Patriots all they can handle. It was a one-score game. The Giants had a bad call go against them and then Randy Moss scores a long touchdown and the Patriots wind up winning that game to go undefeated in the regular season.


The producer tells Solly, “Ask Bob to make a prediction.”


Solly says, “Bob, you gave us all these reasons why you think the Giants can win the game, who do you think is going to win?”


I’m hemming and hawing.


He finally says, “Well, who do you think is going to win?”


I said, “I don’t know. Brady and Belichick are 3–0 in Super Bowls, and they’re undefeated this season. I mean, this is the Giants’ first Super Bowl with this group. How could you pick against the Patriots?”


So long story short, the show ends. Little did I know that in the locker room that the Giants were in, they had the NFL Network on all the TVs. Now the Giants come out and it’s right in front of where I am. I’ve never forgotten Amani Toomer’s face.


Toomer looks at me and says, “Our own play-by-play guy picked against us.”


I’m like, “I didn’t really pick against you.”


So, he busted my chops. And then in the hotel after the Giants won the Super Bowl, he was giving it to me.


I said, “Tooms, I gave like 15 reasons in three minutes on the air of why I thought you guys could win.”


He said, “Yeah, but at the end of the day you picked against us.”


I was like, “All right.”


That’s a funny story that I’ll never forget about that Super Bowl, and Amani Toomer reminds me all the time that I had picked the Patriots.


AMANI TOOMER: It was one of these situations where I felt like our whole team was getting so disrespected the whole time. Then for our own “Voice of the Giants” to be adding on to it was just infuriating. We felt so disrespected because we had played them the last game of the year, and we had them beat and just ended up making a couple of mistakes, giving them an opportunity to get back in the game. We weren’t intimidated by them at all. We were thinking that everybody was on crazy pills. Because we matched up really well with that team. And we had just almost beat them.


SHAUN O’HARA: It was going to be a historic win no matter what, right? I mean, if they won, it would have been unprecedented that they went 19–0. That had never ever been done before. So, it was going to be a monumental Super Bowl, no matter which way it went. There’s been all kinds of terms for the game including David slaying Goliath.


76 Max Union Y Sail


ELI MANNING: It was a base play—we ran up a ton of different versions off it. It was a popular two-minute play. We’d run to the right side of the field where you have kind of a sail concept, a corner and a post, and it’s good versus lots of coverages, Cover 3, man, quarters coverage and that’s the coverage we got. It was quarters coverage. The middle safety either runs with the corner route, which would have been Steve Smith, or he gets deep and covers the post.


SHAUN O’HARA: I think that play, right out of the gate, was not how you draw it up. The play call was “76 Max Union Y Sail.” We didn’t block it exceptionally well. I still remember just kind of feeling like Eli was about to be sacked and I was trying to squeeze and push and do whatever I could to get the defensive guys off him. I remember seeing them have a hold on his jersey and then, somehow, he broke free.


ELI MANNING: I’m trying to read the coverage off [the safety]. He covered Steve Smith, so I was going to throw it to Tyree. That was my first read if I could have thrown it on time, but because of the pass rush, I was trying to step up hard but was getting grabbed by the jersey so I couldn’t throw it in at that point. I was thinking how do I avoid a sack on third-and-five, which you never want to take? We would have to go for it there and I just don’t want it to be a fourth-and-twelve. So, I’m just trying to kind of throw it away and get out of the situation, but they never tackled me. They had hold of me, but the offensive line is still blocking these guys. They had a good push, grabbed me, but the offensive line blocked the guys off of me. I was able to somehow get out of the pocket to the right. David Tyree is in the middle of the field, normally it’s not a great idea to throw a ball up into the middle of the field with a couple of defenders around because if it gets tipped up, it’s probably going to get intercepted because they got more defenders around. But I saw a little room and just knew we were running out of time, and we needed to make a play.


AMANI TOOMER: I just remember looking back and seeing Eli scrambling and I thought, Oh my gosh, it’s going to be fourth-and-long. Then I saw him drop his shoulders and throw the ball deep. As a receiver, you read body language when you’re looking at the quarterback. Then I thought, No, he’s throwing it to David?


ZAK DeOSSIE (GIANTS LONG SNAPPER): I was on the Patriots’ 40-yard line, so that side of the 50, holding hands with [defensive back] Craig Dahl. I was looking to my left and saw Eli getting chased, his jersey being ripped and pulled, and then all of a sudden, he spurted and stumbled out and my heart was sinking. I saw him throw it. It was this big old Hail Mary duck.


I was thinking, Oh, my Gooosh.


SHAUN O’HARA: I’ll be honest, when he launched the ball, my first reaction was, Oh no. That’s one thing you don’t do. You don’t throw a Hail Mary, up the middle of the field, at that point in the game. I thought it was destined to be a pick.


ZAK DeOSSIE: It was one of the longest throws and plays that I can ever remember watching. It felt like an hour from start to finish.


The “Helmet Catch”


JIM NANTZ: Well, on the improbable meter it’s up there in the top five of most unlikely plays.


BOB PAPA: The broadcast booth [for the Super Bowl] in [the Cardinals’ stadium] was down by the goal line. It was a very interesting perspective because we’re watching Eli do all these things to get away from the sacks. The thing I remember most about the play was when the ball was snapped, Eli had David Tyree streaking down the middle of the field wide open.


BOB PAPA: I see Tyree is a wide open. My field of vision had the drop back and Eli is suddenly under pressure, but I see Tyree flashing. Eli avoids all these sacks and then heaves it down the middle of the field. So, my call, as Eli is throwing the ball was, “wide-open Tyree.” Well, at this point, he’s no longer wide open. Then after Eli avoided like 18 sacks, let’s face it: Tyree was covered. So, I get a little grief for that.


HOWARD CROSS (FORMER GIANTS TIGHT END/WFAN SIDELINE REPORTER): I’m looking up, and somebody has Eli in his grasp. He’s spinning and turning, and the ball gets released. I’m listening to the call because I’m part of the broadcast team. Bob Papa says David Tyree is open down the middle, the ball is thrown, and I’m thinking, He’s not open.


BOB PAPA: I’m calling it in real time staying in the moment, “It’s David Tyree and he makes the catch.”


HOWARD CROSS: Then he jumps up, catches it, and pulls it down. You’re like, “Holy smokes.” You knew right then, seeing the play live, That’s got to be the greatest catch in Super Bowl history.


BOB PAPA: You don’t really see the helmet part of it right away. And because now the Giants are in the last two minutes of the game, I have to continue with the flow of the play-by-play. So I was caught in the moment, and it wasn’t until we went to a break and saw the replays and you’re like, He caught the ball with his helmet.


ELI MANNING: I trusted David there. And he came through! It was one of those deals, I probably didn’t give it the proper reaction and credit it deserved because you’re so in the moment at that time, and I really just kind of disregarded the helmet part of it. And I was just kind of looking to see in the replay whether it hit the ground or not. I saw it didn’t hit the ground. I was like “All right, we’ve got to go and score a touchdown.”


SHAUN O’HARA: I feel like there were really two miracles on that play. Number one was Eli breaking that tackle. I don’t know if he had ever done that before in his career. Then, of course, miracle number two was Tyree not just catching the football but pinning it against his helmet with one hand while Rodney Harrison is yanking him down with both hands.


MATHIAS KIWANUKA (GIANTS DEFENSIVE END): I was on the bench with [tight end] Jeremy Shockey and [running back] Derrick Ward—we were all injured. For the Helmet Catch, I just remember the energy, the enthusiasm on the sidelines, and the sense that there was no quit in this team. My reaction to the catch was, “Oh, let’s go (laughing).” Tyree and I were on special teams together. We’d spend a lot of time together outside of the team. So I was just floored and amazed because he was such a good person and the good things in football don’t always happen to the good people. That was an instance where the good person got the good thing to happen to them, and at the perfect time.


DAVID TYREE: I was satisfied with my career as an All-Pro special teams player, but always striving to make a mark as a receiver. To have one moment where I’m still able to be a part of the conversation of the NFL, it’s something that most people will never have. And maybe they deserve it, but it’s something that I just wear with extreme humility and honor.


BOB PAPA: The Tyree catch is one of the greatest catches in Super Bowl history . . . but it’s the most iconic in Super Bowl history because it’s not just a throw and catch. It’s a near sack about four different times. Then the second part of it is Tyree going up, pulling the ball against his helmet, and being pulled down on Rodney Harrison.


DAVID TYREE: I’ve never talked about the catch with Rodney Harrison outside of TV interviews. He did everything he could do on the play, but it was something that was meant to happen. That’s the easiest way that I can summarize it. It was beyond someone’s talent or ability level—myself included—and despite Rodney’s desire to break up the play for his team. I’m a special teams guy who made the most of my opportunity. He has had many moments on the mountaintop.


DAVID TYREE: I think it has changed my life immensely. For a guy who had minimal expectations for an NFL career, but always tried to have a meaningful impact for my team, to have a place in NFL history is something I never could have imagined.


What Just Happened???


SHAUN O’HARA: I was saying to Eli, “Let’s go, let’s run a play so that they can’t review it or challenge it in case he didn’t catch it.”


AMANI TOOMER: I remember running up to the line, and we had a specific signal. We would say “FedEx” if he wanted to snap the ball right away so that they couldn’t review the play. I remember I was lining up in the slot and I was like, “Eli, Eli, Eli, FedEx, FedEx, FedEx.”


He looks over at me so calmly, just kind of puts his hand up, as to say, like, Calm down, he caught it. Just like one you caught. And then I remember thinking, Oh my goodness, we’re so close. I just knew we were gonna score.


ELI MANNING: I wasn’t quite sure if he caught it or not. We called timeout, I would have loved to get up there and spike it but we just didn’t have the time to do that. We couldn’t let that much time run off and so called the timeout immediately to save time. I went up to David Tyree and asked him, “David, did you catch it?” And he’s like, “Yeah, I caught it.” I said don’t lie to me. You know receivers have lied to me so many times before when I asked, “Were you open on this last play?”


I’m like, you gotta tell me the truth now, otherwise there’s a big difference in thinking about your first-and-ten play call from the 24-yard line or a fourth-and-five play call back on your own 43.


He ensured me that he caught it and the ball didn’t hit the ground and then you saw the replay and it didn’t hit the ground. It’s just an unbelievable effort by David!


SHAUN O’HARA: Man, there was just so many things that had to go right for us to win. The Helmet Catch was one of them. Ironically, we still had to score a touchdown. So as big as that catch was, we realized, hey, we got to go run a play.


ZAK DeOSSIE: When it was officially ruled upon as a catch, I said, “All right, the football gods are bouncing the ball our way today.”


JUSTIN TUCK: So at the moment I think, we as defensive players, we’re thinking Okay, we gotta go back and stop Tom Brady if we score here.


Helmet Catch Payoff—Plax Touchdown


ELI MANNING: New England had a tendency when you got to the red zone that they were going to play coverage, coverage, coverage, and eventually they’re going to come out on an all-out blitz. So we kind of kept calling a similar play to the right with Steve Smith and Amani Toomer. I knew on that play they played off coverage on Plaxico and we had a fade route, which is not always the perfect play—I thought about changing it to a slant, but I had six on five DBs. I mean basically I’m gonna throw this up and kind of just play jump ball and let him go get this thing.


Because of the all-out blitz, I had to throw it a little bit early so I wouldn’t take a hit. When I threw it he had not broken open. He gave a little stick, like he was gonna run a slant and the DB jumped it and now the ball’s in the air and he’s wide open, and I’m just hoping, I’m just thinking, Please come down inbounds, and it seemed to hang up there forever. You know, sure enough, he catches it and gets the touchdown.


ELI MANNING: I remember someone trying to give me a Super Bowl champion hat after that drive, and I’m like get that thing away from me! I’m not even going to look at that thing or touch it until there’s zeroes on the clock.


Still Gotta Stop the GOAT


ZAK DeOSSIE: Right after Plaxico puts us in the lead, the Patriots get the ball.


Behind my back, I hear, “‘Psssst Zak, Pssssst Zak.” I’m like who the hell could that be, it’s third down and long, I look behind me and it’s my dad (former Giant Steve DeOssie). Somehow, he is standing behind our bench. He finagled his way onto the field with his press credentials. I turned around and looked at him.


He said, “Pssssst Zack, I think you guys are gonna win.” (Laughing)


I turned to my dad and said, “Shut up, Dad, you are going to jinx us.” I turn back to the game and started praying again.


BOB PAPA: What everybody forgets about that game was that New England still got the ball back. Brady got sacked by Jay Alford on the first snap. Then Brady threw a laser to Randy Moss that Corey Webster got a fingertip on the ball right in front of the Giants’ bench down the left side. Or else history might have been rewritten in another way.


ELI MANNING: We got a sack early on, but you know, Brady throws a ball down the left sideline with Randy Moss streaking that Corey Webster just got a hand on. It was a little closer of a play than I would have liked to see. We got the ball back on fourth down, and that’s when you kind of knew we did it: we just pulled off an unbelievable, unbelievable, upset. But, more importantly, we’re Super Bowl champions.


BOB PAPA: If it wasn’t for a Giant defensive play, after Brady had been battered, the Patriots still might have gone undefeated.


Underdogs No More—Simply Call Them “Champions”


SHAUN O’HARA: They were clearly the best team in the NFL, and the best offense in the NFL. It was why sports are great: you still have to play the game, and you just never know how things are going to turn out.


I think Super Bowl XLII is the perfect example of that. I think it’s great, it gives hope to every underdog and every team, regardless of sport, it can happen to you, too.


ZAK DeOSSIE: At that point you’ve reached the pinnacle. You were watching those long Brady passes to Randy Moss in the waning seconds and are losing years off your life. Then finally it ticks to zero and all hell breaks loose!


JUSTIN TUCK: I think we’re disappointed that they scored 14, to be honest with you. I think whenever you play a team as dominant as that Patriots team had been, you’re going in and you feel like you have nothing to lose, because no one is really even thinking you have a chance. So, for us, it loosened us up and just allowed us to really play freely. I’ll take that defense, and that D-line—especially against any O-line and any offense—any day.


ZAK DeOSSIE: I was thinking, We did it. We did the impossible. We beat the undefeated Patriots. Combine that with reaching the top, it’s just like a double whammy of elation, satisfaction, and appreciation for everyone on that sideline. It was just absolute bananas.


BOB PAPA: The Miami Dolphins from 1972 still toast champagne every year as the only undefeated season in Super Bowl history. They are still the only one because of what the Giants did. I mean, the Patriots were that close to pulling off 19–0.


Say What, Stray?


JUSTIN TUCK: I’d been with my family for a little bit and I went up to I think it was Osi’s room. And when I got there, and we are just sitting there talking and reminiscing about the journey, and Strahan told us that he was going to retire. And I got mad at him. I was like, “Man, why didn’t you tell me this earlier, I would have held out for more money (laughs).” But no, I think that moment was pretty surreal. It was just Strahan, Osi and myself and it was Stray’s way to signal to us that he was passing the torch. Which was significant, and I mean, you can’t write it any better because the career he had and getting the opportunity to go out with one of the biggest upsets in NFL history. And obviously Michael means a lot to this franchise and means a lot to this city and to me, and getting the opportunity to kind of embrace him and tell him how special it was to play with him.


A Championship Tradition Continues


JUSTIN TUCK: Man, listen, you’re talking to a guy who grew up in the hometown of Kellyton, Alabama, where 212 people have lived in the last century. So, you put me on a float with, I don’t know, with 2 to 4 million people. I mean, I was like a kid in a candy store. My eyes were probably as big as a saucer. Because it was just unreal, the amount of people and the amount of confetti. And plus, and just knowing the history of the people who have come through that Canyon of Heroes. Obviously, sports teams but also war heroes. So, to have your name somewhat linked with so many great people that have been celebrated in the Canyon of Heroes was just tremendous.


SHAUN O’HARA: It was great to give the Giants fans a recent championship memory. As opposed to “I remember watching that Super Bowl with my dad. I was five years old, like, I don’t really remember it.” It definitely gives you an appreciation for all the guys that came before you.


JUSTIN TUCK: When it first happened, I didn’t know what it meant to be honest with you (laughs). I knew the fan base was going to absolutely love it when we came back to New York. But like, honestly, that game is still talked about just about every day that I talk about sports to anybody, that is the game that is brought up. The outpouring of support and pride that this city and our fan base had for us during that time. I don’t know how to put it into words, it still to this day gives me goosebumps just thinking about being a part of it.


Seeing is Believing


ELI MANNING: Later that night we had the Super Bowl party, and you have friends and family all talking about the catch. I knew that the next morning I was gonna have to go to a press conference early in the morning, at eight. It’s three o’clock in the morning and my wife said, “Let’s go to bed.”


I remember being in the room and saying I want to watch SportsCenter, I want to see the catch. Everybody keeps talking about this catch and I didn’t really see it, I want to see how it happened, who was around him. I didn’t know which player was trying to tackle him and how it all played out. I remember sitting there waiting to see the play so I could just analyze it. And I think that was the first time I was like, Oh my goodness, this guy, Rodney Harrison was draped all over all him and he catches it one-handed to the helmet and holding on to it, getting bent over backwards.


The Impact of the “Helmet Catch”


DAVID TYREE: People come up to me all the time and share their reaction to the moment I made the Helmet Catch. One Giants fan came up to me and shared that his grandfather was on his deathbed and they all watched the game together. They were expecting him to die within the month, but he ended up living six months longer. They told me it was because they shared so much joy watching my catch and the team’s Super Bowl victory.


The moment really transcended football for so many people. The fact that my moment was shared with Giants fans all over the world, and someone’s time on earth was extended beyond expectation is humbling. It’s really overwhelming.


Keeping It Lighthearted from Training Camp to the Super Bowl and Beyond


SHAUN O’HARA: Eli’s always had a great knack for playing pranks. We were in the last day of training camp up in Albany. After practice, everybody already packed up the car and it’s like the Indy 500 coming down the New York State Thruway with everybody trying to get home. I stole Eli’s E-Z Pass. As he was flying home to get to Hoboken and passing all these tolls, he was in the E-Z Pass lane, and it kept saying, “Toll unpaid.”


He’s looking at it like what’s going on? He got a ticket for every E-Z Pass violation all the way home. It was the gift that kept on giving all year long. He didn’t know who did it, and then my wife told his wife.


My wife said, “I feel so bad that Shaun did that to Eli’s car.”


She asked me, “Didn’t you tell Eli about it?”


I was like, “Nooooooooooooooooo!” That was payback, we had roomed together in training camp so there were all kinds of shenanigans going on.


SHAUN O’HARA: There was another good prank that happened the week before we went out to Arizona for the Super Bowl. We practiced at home that week. Our strength coach, Jerry Palmieri, is one of the nicest dudes you’ll ever meet. We used to tease him a lot. But strength coaches have a good relationship with the players because that’s kind of our sanctuary. Jerry was always getting on everybody about their workouts. Strahan used to bust his chops whenever we would do stretches, because he would kind of marble mouth sometimes. One of the practices, we’re jogging and warming up, going back and forth down the field. And there’s this huge climbing rope, you know, it’s probably like six feet long and it’s in the middle of the field. Everybody stops and gets into their spots for the stretching and takes their helmet off and they’re about to start stretching and Jerry walks over to the big piece of rope.


He grabs it and he screams, “Hey, Stray, what is this?”


Strahan is looking at him and says “what?”


(Editor’s Note: Strahan has a large gap between two of his upper front teeth.)


Jerry says “Hey, Stray, I thought I told you to quit leaving your dental floss out here on the field.” Everybody busts out laughing, even Tom’s laughing. A week before the Super Bowl, Jerry finally got his revenge. It was well thought out. It was great strategy.


Even Strahan was chuckling and said, “Jerry, that was a good one. You got me on that one.“


So, there was some good humor in that one.


SHAUN O’HARA: There were a lot of good moments and a lot of good laughs that Super Bowl season. There was a great prank that Eli pulled. Here we are getting ready to play the biggest game of our lives and Eli was still able to add some levity to the team flight.


ELI MANNING (ON THE PRANK HE PLAYED BEFORE THE SUPER BOWL): On the way to Arizona for our first Super Bowl, we had a short practice that morning on a Monday. And when we were at practice, I knew we had to wear a coat and tie and dress shoes on the plane to fly out there.


So, while we were at our practice, I had our managers get all the linemen’s shoes and purchased similar sizes and similar shoes and they spray painted them this bright purple. You know, there’s always that shot, as you land in the Super Bowl site, of the team walking off the plane when they arrived. You know, the Giants have arrived at the Super Bowl in Arizona and then there are my linemen wearing purple shoes. They were all kind of freaking out, didn’t know where their shoes were. I went out and delivered their real shoes to them on the plane. So I just had them freaking out for a little bit.


SHAUN O’HARA: Anytime that I’ve done an event with Eli after we won the Super Bowl and we’re talking about the Helmet Catch or the Super Bowl, he always starts off with “Yeah, first, I have to thank my offensive linemen for not doing their job.” Eli does not miss any opportunity to bust balls. He loves busting chops. I feel like, Eli has a lot of brothers, the guys that he played with and the guys that he loves and his friends, nobody is safe from Eli busting chops.


A Giant Legacy


The Only Father and Son to Win a Super Bowl with the Same Franchise


STEVE DeOSSIE (FORMER GIANTS LINEBACKER AND FATHER OF ZAK DeOSSIE): The Giants were a huge part of my life. It was not simply because we won a championship, the Giants helped me turn my life around. When my son got drafted by the Giants, I was so happy that he was going to a place that I loved and that I knew was an organization that cared about its players.


ZAK DeOSSIE: I didn’t know at the time being a rookie just how truly special it was to be a part of a championship winning team in New York. Every year I get away from the 2007 season, it feels even more special because this is New York City and it’s the best sports city in the whole universe.


STEVE DeOSSIE: To watch them win a Super Bowl brought back the feeling that I had when we won. Then to know that your own child is experiencing something that was monumental in my life. I was one of the few people in that building that knew what he was feeling. I knew that very few people get to feel that. Knowing as the years went along, that my son felt the same way I did about the Giants organization was another factor. It was just a joy to watch my son play.


ZAK DeOSSIE: I was very, very proud. For me personally, my dad is my hero. To reach the Super Bowl championship level with the same exact team he did made it even more special.
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SUPER BOWL III: NEW YORK JETS vs. BALTIMORE COLTS


JANUARY 12, 1969


NAMATH’S PREDICTION
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TIME CAPSULE


• Mayor of New York: John Lindsay


• Oscar, Best Picture: In the Heat of the Night


• Oscar, Best Actor: Ron Steiger, In the Heat of the Night


• Oscar, Best Actress: Katharine Hepburn, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner


• Grammy, Album of the Year: Glen Campbell, By the Time I Get to Phoenix


• Grammy, Record of the Year: Simon & Garfunkel, “Mrs. Robinson,” The Graduate: The Motion Picture Soundtrack


• President of the US: Lyndon B. Johnson


• Price of Gas: $0.34/Gallon


• Heisman Trophy: O. J. Simpson, running back, USC





PREGAME


guar·an·tee


noun


• a formal promise or assurance


a sports guarantee (guar·an·tee)


noun


• See Joe Namath before Super Bowl III for the definition


It’s debatable which is the more memorable moment: Joe Namath guaranteeing the disrespected Jets of the laughed-at American Football League would beat the big, bad Baltimore Colts of the established National Football League in Super Bowl III; or Joe Willie and the boys actually going out and doing it.


Namath set a new standard for trash talking, and then led the Jets to the greatest upset in sports history as 18-point underdogs. It set the tone for the most amazing 18 months in New York sports, as the precocious Mets—in the eighth year of their infancy—followed up the Jets victory with an incredibly easy five-game win over the powerhouse Baltimore Orioles in the World Series, then followed by the Knicks beating the Lakers in seven thrilling games for the NBA title.


In each case, it was the first championship for each franchise. The Mets and Knicks have each won only one more title since, while the Jets have been stuck on one for more than a half century. That is why January 12, 1969, remains such an iconic moment.


And it all started with Namath’s guarantee.


The Colts could not make Namath eat his words, and Namath immediately became an icon both on and off the field for his fashion statements by wearing fur coats, endorsing panty hose, and co-starring with Ann Margret in the 1970 classic C.C. and Company (kind of kidding about it being a classic). Joe set the stage for Madison Avenue embracing high-profile athletes as pitchmen.


But his impact on football runs much deeper.


The original eight teams of the AFL started in 1960, including the New York Titans, who would become the Jets in 1963. The NFL didn’t consider the AFL much of a threat at first, although when the Houston Oilers offered Tom Landry its first coaching job in 1960, Giants owner Wellington Mara suggested to Tex Schramm—the president and general manager of the expansion Dallas Cowboys—that he hire the Giants’ defensive coordinator. That worked out well for the Cowboys. Essentially, the NFL considered the AFL nothing more than a nuisance.


But with the AFL having some owners with deep pockets added to the financial support and visibility provided by NBC, the league refused to go away. And in 1965, the Jets made quarterback Joe Namath from Alabama—by way of Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania—the first pick of the AFL draft. The St. Louis Cardinals selected Namath with the 12th pick of the NFL draft. The Cardinals offered a three-year $200,000 deal. The Jets topped that with a three-year $427,000 deal.


That’s how Namath made it to New York and became “Broadway Joe.”


The bidding war for Namath was the most high profile of the competition for college talent that had developed between the NFL and AFL. They were driving up the prices on each other, which was bad for business. On June 8, 1966, after Schramm and Kansas City Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt had done the legwork, the NFL and AFL came to an agreement on a merger. Although the two leagues would not officially become one and play regular season games against each other until 1970, there was the matter of crowning a world champion for the next four seasons.


It was decided that the champion of the NFL would play the champion of the AFL. The first two games were known simply as the AFL-NFL World Championship Game. Hunt came up with the idea to call it the Super Bowl, and it became so for Super Bowl III. In the first two championship games, the AFL was embarrassed by the Green Bay Packers. First, Vince Lombardi and the Packers beat the Chiefs 35–10, followed by a 33–14 victory over the Oakland Raiders.


The two games made it clear that the AFL had some catching up to do, and it would be up to Namath to close the gap in Super Bowl III. The Jets finished the 1968 season with an 11–3 record, with Namath passing for a pedestrian 15 touchdowns and 17 interceptions. It wasn’t until the following season that he threw more touchdowns than interceptions for what turned out to be the only time in his career. In the Super Bowl season, he completed just 49.2 percent of his passes. If a quarterback put up those numbers today, he would likely be benched or cut after the season. But the game was so different five decades ago. There was more of a reliance on the running game—truth be told, Matt Snell, not Namath, should have been the MVP of the Super Bowl after rushing for 121 yards and the game’s only touchdown, with an additional 40 receiving yards. The rule changes that opened up the passing game were decades away. As a result, wide receivers not only had a tough time breaking free at the line of scrimmage, but once they made their way into the secondary, cornerbacks and safeties did things that today would routinely draw flags, if not arrest warrants.
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