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—INTRODUCTION—





  THE GIANT TRADITION OF WINNING




The New York Giants, one of the National Football League’s flagship franchises, first came into existence in 1925, when bookmaker (a legal profession at the time), raconteur, and sportsman Timothy J. Mara paid NFL president Joe Carr the $2,500 entrance fee that made him sole owner of New York’s first representative in the infant circuit. Merely five years old at the time, the NFL, which spent most of its formative years operating in the shadows of baseball, boxing, and college football, knew that it needed to place a successful franchise in a large market such as New York if it had any hope of surviving. Although the Giants struggled—along with every other team in the league—to make ends meet throughout the first decade of their existence, they nevertheless managed to win their first NFL title in just their third season, compiling a record of 11–1–1 in 1927 that earned them recognition as league champion. (The NFL did not institute a playoff system until 1933.)




  The stability of the National Football League became even more tenuous following the stock market crash of 1929, when the nation entered the Great Depression. Having suffered substantial losses that threatened the existence of the Giants, Tim Mara eventually handed over control of the franchise to his two sons, Jack and Wellington, only 22 and 14 years of age, respectively, when they assumed significant roles in the front office. However, before entrusting the team to his offspring, the elder Mara named Steve Owen the Giants coach in 1931. Owen, a huge lineman who remained active as a player his first two years at the helm, continued to coach the Giants until 1953, leading them to eight Eastern Division titles and two NFL championships.




  The Giants captured the first of those championships in 1934 when they defeated the Chicago Bears by a score of 30–13, just one year after losing to them in the title game by a score of 23–21. In what eventually became known as the “Sneakers Game,” the Giants overcame George Halas’s powerful “Monsters of the Midway” by simply outsmarting them. Trailing Chicago by a score of 10–3 at halftime, the Giants combatted New York’s Polo Grounds’ icy surface (game-time temperature stood at only 9 degrees) by exchanging their football cleats for basketball shoes. Able to find better footing than their physically superior counterparts, the Giants subsequently scored 27 unanswered points in the second half, romping to a 30–13 victory in the process.




  The Giants returned to the title game six more times under Owen, capturing their only other championship with him at the helm in 1938, when they defeated the Green Bay Packers 23–17. One of the league’s most successful franchises from 1933 to 1944, the Giants posted a combined record of 89–39–9 over that 12-year stretch. Although many other outstanding players—such as quarterback Ed Danowski, running back Tuffy Leemans, end Ray Flaherty, and the extremely versatile Ward Cuff—graced the team’s roster at different times during that period, lineman Mel Hein remained the one constant, serving as a rock on both sides of the ball. Anchoring the offense from his center position, while also leading the defense from his linebacking spot, Hein established himself as the Giants’ first truly great player, eventually earning Hall of Fame honors with his superb two-way play.




  New York struggled somewhat during the latter portion of the 1940s, posting a winning record just once between 1945 and 1949. However, with the development of young defensive back Emlen Tunnell into the team’s next great player and the arrival of brilliant defensive mind Tom Landry, who helped Owen install the famed “umbrella defense” in 1950, the Giants once again became one of the NFL’s most formidable squads, posting a combined record of 26–9 from 1950 to 1952. Nevertheless, New York’s 3–9 finish in 1953 convinced team management that changes in the game such as the split-T formation, the man-in-motion, and the option play had caused Owen’s “down in the dirt” coaching philosophy to become outdated. Choosing to end its long association with Owen, ownership subsequently elected to replace him as head coach with former assistant Jim Lee Howell prior to the start of the 1954 season.




  The hiring of Howell ushered in the next era of greatness for the Giants, who, after finishing a combined 13–10 in their first two seasons under their new head coach, went on to appear in six out of the next eight NFL championship games, winning the title in 1956. Much of the success New York experienced during that time had a great deal to do with the exceptional abilities of the members of their coaching staff. While Tom Landry devised intricate defensive schemes to thwart opposing offenses, Vince Lombardi did a superb job of coaching the offense. Even after both men left to accept head coaching jobs with other teams and Howell announced his retirement at the conclusion of the 1960 campaign, the Giants continued to thrive under Howell’s replacement, Allie Sherman, who took over the top spot after previously doing an expert job of coaching the offensive backfield.




  Also key to New York’s success throughout the period was the level of talent the team fielded on both sides of the ball, particularly on the defensive end. The Giants’ front four of Andy Robustelli, Dick Modzelewski, Rosey Grier, and Jim Katcavage proved to be as dominant as any in the league. Sam Huff established himself as one of the circuit’s top linebackers. Meanwhile, Emlen Tunnell, Jimmy Patton, Dick Lynch, and Erich Barnes starred in the secondary.




  Although not quite as formidable on offense, the Giants also had their fair share of weapons on that side of the ball. Wide receiver Kyle Rote, fullback Alex Webster, quarterback Charlie Conerly, and the versatile Frank Gifford gave the team talent at the skill positions, while perennial All-Pros Roosevelt Brown and Ray Wietecha provided excellent blocking up front. The offense became significantly more potent when veteran quarterback Y. A. Tittle and speedy wide receiver Del Shofner joined the team prior to the start of the 1961 campaign.




  However, a 14–10 loss to the Chicago Bears in the 1963 NFL championship game (their third consecutive defeat in the NFL title game) marked the end of New York’s successful run. With much of the team’s veteran nucleus aging all at once, the Giants quickly plummeted to the depths of the NFL in 1964, compiling a record of just 2–10–2. A series of ill-advised selections in the annual college draft and frequent attempts at improving the squad via the “quick fix” subsequently relegated the Giants to second- tier status for most of the next two decades. In easily the darkest period in their franchise history, New York posted a winning record just twice between 1964 and 1980, finishing out of the playoffs each year, while compiling an overall mark of only 84–156–4. The Giants also switched homes three times during that period, spending the first several seasons playing at Yankee Stadium, moving briefly to the Yale Bowl in New Haven, Connecticut, and to New York’s Shea Stadium, and finally settling in at Giants Stadium in 1976. The team also changed head coaches no fewer than four times, replacing Sherman with longtime fan favorite Alex Webster in 1969, bringing in Bill Arnsparger in 1974, hiring John McVay during the 1976 campaign, and replacing McVay with Ray Perkins at the conclusion of the 1978 season.




  Yet, even in mediocrity, those Giant squads featured several outstanding performers. After being acquired from Minnesota for a boatload of draft picks, scrambling quarterback Fran Tarkenton brought excitement to Yankee Stadium for five seasons. Speedy wide receiver Homer Jones developed into one of the NFL’s most potent offensive weapons. Bob Tucker became the first tight end to lead the NFC in pass receptions, while halfback Ron Johnson became the first Giants running back to rush for 1,000 yards in a season. On defense, safety Carl “Spider” Lockhart earned multiple trips to the Pro Bowl, while linebackers Brad Van Pelt and Harry Carson each appeared on the All-Pro squad a number of times.




  The Giants continued to flounder as a team until they turned the managerial reins over to veteran front office man George Young, who previously held numerous positions with the Baltimore Colts and the Miami Dolphins. Hired as general manager in 1979, Young helped right the ship by naming no-nonsense Ray Perkins as his new head coach. He then set about rebuilding the Giants’ roster by drafting such future standouts as quarterback Phil Simms, cornerback Mark Haynes, defensive end Leonard Marshall, running back Joe Morris, tight end Mark Bavaro, and linebackers Lawrence Taylor and Carl Banks. Simms and Taylor proved to be the two most significant figures in New York’s resurgence, along with Bill Parcells, who replaced Perkins as head coach when the latter returned to the University of Alabama to coach his alma mater in 1983. With Simms leading the offense and Taylor spearheading an imposing defense, the Giants earned five playoff berths in eight seasons under Parcells, capturing the NFL championship in both 1986 and 1990.




  New York experienced another brief period of mediocrity after differences between Young and Parcells prompted the latter to resign as head coach following the conclusion of the 1990 championship campaign. However, after posting a winning record just twice in six seasons under Parcells’s successors, Ray Handley and Dan Reeves, the Giants made three playoff appearances in seven years under Jim Fassell, earning a trip to Super Bowl XXXV, where they lost to the Baltimore Ravens, 34–7. Nevertheless, a disastrous 2003 season once again caused team management to change coaches, with the front office this time turning to Tom Coughlin, who previously coached the expansion Jacksonville Jaguars to an appearance in the AFC championship game in just their second year of existence.




  Although the Giants struggled in their first season under the somewhat autocratic Coughlin, they eventually discovered that his regimented ways worked well in the NFL, bringing to them a greater sense of structure and purpose. After finishing just 6–10 in their first season under Coughlin, the Giants compiled an overall mark of 77–51 with him at the helm over the course of the next eight years, earning in the process five trips to the playoffs and victories over the New England Patriots in Super Bowls XLII and XLVI. Outstanding players to perform for the team under Coughlin included, at different times, defensive ends Michael Strahan, Osi Umenyiora, and Justin Tuck; running back Tiki Barber; wide receivers Amani Toomer, Plaxico Burress, Victor Cruz, Hakeem Nicks, and Odell Beckham Jr.; and quarterback Eli Manning, who has established himself as arguably the greatest signal-caller in franchise history.




  Unfortunately, the successful run the Giants experienced under Cough-lin came to an end in 2013, when they began a three-year stretch during which they posted an overall mark of just 19–29, prompting team management to turn over head coaching duties to offensive coordinator Ben McAdoo. After bolstering their porous defense with several expensive free-agent acquisitions during the off-season, the Giants performed well under McAdoo in 2016, earning their first playoff berth in five years by compiling a record of 11–5. However, a disastrous 2017 campaign in which the team went just 3–13 led to the firing of McAdoo and the hiring of Pat Shurmur, who spent the previous two seasons serving as an assistant on the coaching staff of the Minnesota Vikings.




  Heading into the 2018 season, the Giants have appeared in 19 NFL championship games—more than any other team. They have also won eight league championships, tying them with the Bears for second place on the all-time list (the Green Bay Packers, with 13 NFL titles to their credit, have won more than any other team). Meanwhile, 26 players who spent at least one full season wearing a Giants uniform have been inducted into the NFL Hall of Fame; 16 of those men spent the majority of their careers playing for the Giants.




  FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS




  It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with such a storied past presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I still needed to devise a method of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Lawrence Taylor, Mel Hein, Roosevelt Brown, Harry Carson, Phil Simms, Eli Manning, Emlen Tunnell, and Michael Strahan would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from person to person. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Giants uniform. Andy Robustelli, Sam Huff, Mark Bavaro, Carl Banks, Frank Gifford, and Brad Van Pelt head the list of other Giant icons. But how does one compare players who lined up on opposite sides of the ball with any degree of certainty? Furthermore, how does one differentiate between the pass-rushing and run-stopping skills of players such as Andy Robustelli, Lawrence Taylor, and Michael Strahan and the ball-hawking and punt-return abilities of an Emlen Tunnell? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by Hall of Fame lineman Rosey Brown and skill position players such as Eli Manning and Odell Beckham Jr.? After initially deciding who to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.




  The first thing I decided to examine was the level of dominance a player attained during his time in New York. How often did he lead the NFL in a major statistical category? Did he ever capture league MVP honors? How many times did he earn a trip to the Pro Bowl or a spot on the All-Pro Team?




  I also chose to assess the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Giants uniform. I reviewed where he ranked among the team’s all-time leaders in those statistical categories most pertinent to his position. Of course, even the method of using statistics as a measuring stick has its inherent flaws. Although the level of success a team experiences rushing and passing the ball is impacted greatly by the performance of its offensive line, there really is no way to quantifiably measure the level of play reached by each individual offensive lineman. Conversely, the play of the offensive line affects tremendously the statistics compiled by a team’s quarterback and running backs. Furthermore, the NFL did not keep an official record of defensive numbers such as tackles and quarterback sacks until the 1980s. In addition, when examining the statistics compiled by offensive players, the era during which a quarterback, running back, or wide receiver competed must be factored into the equation.




  To illustrate my last point, rule changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably over the course of the past two decades. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the numbers Eli Manning has compiled during his career in their proper context when comparing him to other outstanding Giant quarterbacks such as Phil Simms and Fran Tarkenton. Similarly, Odell Beckham Jr.’s huge receiving totals must be viewed in moderation when comparing him to previous Giant wide-outs Homer Jones and Del Shofner.




  Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the club during his time in New York, the manner in which he impacted the team both on and off the field, and the degree to which he added to the Giant legacy of winning. While the number of championships the Giants won during a particular player’s years with the team certainly entered into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in New York happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Brad Van Pelt and Ron Johnson will appear in these rankings.




  One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Giants when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of truly exceptional players such as Y. A. Tittle and Fran Tarkenton, both of whom had most of their best years while playing for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of other standout performers such as Ottis Anderson and Fred Dryer are nowhere to be found.




  Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, we are ready to take a look at the 50 greatest players in Giants history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.




  1




  
—LAWRENCE TAYLOR—





Although Harry Carson, Emlen Tunnell, Roosevelt Brown, Mel Hein, and Michael Strahan all proved to be worthy contenders, the enormous impact that Lawrence Taylor made on the Giants and the NFL as a whole after he entered the league in 1981 made him the only possible choice for the top spot in these rankings. Featuring a rare combination of power, speed, and intensity, Taylor turned the Giants into perennial contenders after they failed to make the playoffs in any of the previous 17 seasons. At the same time, LT, as he came to be known, helped revolutionize the game of football by changing the position of linebacker from a “read and react” spot to one that attacked opposing offenses. In the process, Taylor developed a reputation second to none among NFL defenders, gaining general recognition as arguably the greatest defensive player in league history.




  Born in Williamsburg, Virginia, on February 4, 1959, Lawrence Julius Taylor spent most of his early years in sports concentrating primarily on baseball, failing to play organized football until he joined his Lafayette High School squad at the age of 16. Proving to be a natural at his newfound love, Taylor subsequently went on to star at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he found a home as linebacker after originally being recruited as a defensive lineman. Accumulating 16 sacks in his final year of collegiate ball, Taylor earned consensus first-team All-American and Atlantic Coast Conference Player of the Year honors in 1980. Although Taylor’s extraordinary play prompted most pro teams to rank him as the top prospect heading into the 1981 NFL Draft, the New Orleans Saints instead made Heisman Trophy–winning halfback George Rogers the first overall selection, enabling the Giants to nab Taylor with the second pick.




  After initially balking at the idea of playing in Giants Stadium for a team that finished the previous campaign with a record of just 4–12, Taylor grew increasingly enthusiastic as his first professional training camp approached. However, he often found himself at odds with New York’s defensive coordinator at the time, Bill Parcells, who frequently agitated his players in the hope of getting them to reach their maximum potential. Unhappy over Parcells’s constant derision, Taylor finally told his coach, “I’ve had enough. You either cut me or trade me, but get the __ck off my back.”1


[image: Lawrence Taylor helped revolutionize the game of football with his extraordinary play as outside linebacker. Courtesy of MearsOnlineAuctions.com]


  Meanwhile, Taylor made an extremely favorable impression on his new teammates. Harry Carson later recalled, “The first play that he went in during his rookie training camp we knew that this guy was something special. You could tell that this guy was like from another planet.”2




  Safety Beasley Reece, Taylor’s teammate in New York from 1981 to 1983, offered his recollections from that first training camp: “You saw things that made you go, ‘My God, did you just see that?’”3




  The 6'3", 242-pound Taylor soon began creating a stir around the entire league as well. Before long, opposing teams began devising complicated blocking schemes to prevent LT from destroying their quarterback and demolishing their running backs. Taylor’s size, speed, agility, and intensity made him the NFL’s most dominant defensive player—one capable of completely disrupting the offenses of opposing teams.




  Former Washington Redskins quarterback Joe Theismann revealed, “You walk into an offensive meeting and you sit down, and the first thing that comes out of the coach’s mouth is, ‘How do we block number 56?’”4




  Legendary coach and television commentator John Madden believed that any such meetings invariably ended in futility, saying, “I don’t care who you bring—guard, tackle, center—you weren’t going to block Lawrence Taylor.”5




  Dick Butkus, perhaps the greatest middle linebacker ever to play the game, expressed his admiration for Taylor by mentioning the qualities LT possessed that made him such a difficult player for opposing offenses to prepare for: “When you get a guy like Lawrence, who’s got the size, the speed, the intensity, and everything else, and then you add his heart, then you’ve got a superman on your hands.”6




  Taylor’s immense talent enabled him to make the other players around him better. His ability to rush the passer, run down ball carriers from behind, and confuse and intimidate his opponents inspired confidence in his teammates, raising their level of play as well. Furthermore, Taylor’s intensity and enthusiasm for the game became contagious, greatly altering the losing mind-set that previously pervaded the Giants’ locker room. Reflecting back on the manner in which he impacted the Giants from a psychological perspective, Taylor stated, “I think I brought enthusiasm back to the game of football. If you get excited by a play, then, all of a sudden, the next guy gets excited! I think that’s one of the things I brought to the Giants.”7




  Taylor’s spirited play and great talent helped lead the Giants into the playoffs for the first time in 18 years in his first NFL season. New York’s defense, which surrendered 425 points to the opposition one year earlier, allowed only 257 points in 1981. The Giants concluded the regular season with a record of 9–7 and upset the favored Philadelphia Eagles in the first round of the postseason tournament, before losing to the eventual world champion San Francisco 49ers 38–24 in the NFL divisional playoffs. For his efforts, Taylor earned AP Defensive Rookie of the Year and AP Defensive Player of the Year honors. He also was selected to appear in the Pro Bowl for the first of 10 consecutive times, and he was named First-Team All-Pro for the first of eight times.




  Former Chicago Bears linebacker Mike Singletary entered the NFL the same year as Taylor. The Bears great later recalled, “There were times when you saw him play that you thought, ‘Wait a minute . . . the guy can’t be that good!’”8




  Discussing the style of play that made him so successful from the time he first entered the league, Taylor commented, “I feel I have enough ability that, if I get into trouble, I can get out of it pretty well. You know, some guys have to play the technique, and the technique is what gets them by in the league. I play more on instinct than technique-wise.”9




  Although changes in the Giants’ coaching staff caused them to struggle as a team in both 1982 and 1983, Taylor continued to perform at an extremely high level, earning First-Team All-Pro honors each year and being named AP Defensive Player of the Year for the second consecutive time in 1982.




  The Giants began to come together as a team in 1984, beginning a stretch during which they advanced to the playoffs in five of the next seven years. With Carl Banks joining Taylor and Harry Carson in the linebacking corps, New York fielded arguably the finest trio of backers in NFL history. Taylor had solid seasons in 1984 and 1985, compiling a total of 24½ sacks, en route to earning Pro Bowl and First Team All-Pro honors for the fourth and fifth consecutive times. Nevertheless, LT’s off-field transgressions, which included drug abuse and overindulging in liquor and women, adversely affected his overall performance to some extent, leaving him feeling disappointed at the end of each season, especially when the Giants came up short in the playoffs both times.




  Focusing more on football than perhaps ever before in 1986, Taylor put together his finest season, leading the Giants to a regular-season record of 14–2, the NFC championship, and, eventually, their first Super Bowl victory. Taylor led the NFL with a career-high 20½ sacks, en route to earning Pro Bowl and First-Team All-Pro honors for the sixth straight time, AP Defensive Player of the Year honors for the third time, and recognition as the NFL’s Most Valuable Player. By being named league MVP, Taylor became the first defensive player in 17 years to be so honored.




  Commenting on his star linebacker’s amazing season, Giants head coach Bill Parcells stated, “I know Lawrence Taylor very well. He’s a catalyst. He can provide a lot of things to a team. He told me before the season what he was gonna do, so I really didn’t make any predictions. I knew what he was gonna do because he told me.”10




  Meanwhile, other coaches around the league found themselves envying Parcells, wishing they had an opportunity to coach someone with Taylor’s extraordinary talent.




  Dan Reeves, head coach of the Denver Broncos, whom the Giants defeated in Super Bowl XXI by a score of 39–20, proclaimed, “He [Taylor] is, without question, the most dominating player that we’ve seen on defense. I’ve never seen anybody as big as he is, as fast as he is, and as relentless as he is.”11




  Washington Redskins assistant head coach Joe Bugel said of LT, “He’s relentless. He has a motor that never goes off. He plays the game at 1,000 miles an hour, and he’s really the most prolific football player that we have to face, year-in and year-out.”12




  Taylor also left a lasting impression on Redskins quarterback Jay Schroeder, who described his adversary as “a phenomenal blitzer. He comes from everywhere all the time, and, when he hits you, you have to take inventory. You have to see if everything is still hooked up, and you get up and you start shaking—make sure your legs are there, your arms are there, and everything else; and, hopefully, he doesn’t get there too often over the course of a game.”13




  Even though Taylor posted 12 quarterback sacks in the 12 games he played over the course of the strike-shortened 1987 campaign, he failed to perform at the same lofty level. After causing strife in the locker room by crossing the picket line when New York’s replacement players lost their first three contests, Taylor missed the first game of his career with a hamstring injury, ending his consecutive-games-played streak at 106. The Giants ended the season with a record of just 6–9, before failing to make the play-offs again in 1988 despite posting a mark of 10–6. Taylor played well in 1988, compiling 15½ sacks in only 12 games. However, the Giants lost his services for the first four contests after the league suspended him for 30 days for violating the NFL’s substance abuse policy for the second time by testing positive for cocaine. The Giants went 2–2 in Taylor’s absence.




  Despite being forced to play the latter portion of the 1989 campaign with a fractured tibia, suffered during a 34–24 loss to the 49ers in week 12, Taylor had another big year, recording 15 sacks en route to earning his ninth straight Pro Bowl selection and the last of his eight First-Team All-Pro nominations. The Giants returned to the playoffs for the first time since winning the Super Bowl three years earlier, concluding the regular season with a record of 12–4. However, they subsequently found themselves eliminated by the Rams in the first round of the postseason tournament, losing in overtime by a final score of 19–13.




  Taylor earned his final trip to the Pro Bowl in 1990, helping the Giants capture their second championship in four years by recording 10½ sacks over the course of the regular season. After a less successful 1991 campaign, he suffered a ruptured Achilles tendon in a November 8, 1992, game against Green Bay that sidelined him for the season’s final seven contests. Healthy again in 1993, Taylor returned to the team for one final run, helping the Giants advance to the playoffs with a record of 11–5 under new head coach Dan Reeves. However, his career ended on a sour note, with the Giants losing to the 49ers by a score of 44–3 in the second round of the playoffs. Taylor announced his retirement at the postgame press conference, telling the assembled media, “I think it’s time for me to retire. I’ve done everything I can do. I’ve been to Super Bowls. I’ve been to playoffs. I’ve done things that other people haven’t been able to do in this game before. After 13 years, it’s time for me to go.”14




  Lawrence Taylor ended his career with 1,088 tackles and 132½ “official” quarterback sacks (he registered another 9½ sacks in his rookie season of 1981, one year before the NFL began recording sacks as an official statistic). Taylor’s sack total placed him second on the NFL’s all-time list at the time of his retirement (he has since slipped to 13th). He also intercepted nine passes, scored two touchdowns, forced 33 fumbles, and made 11 fumble recoveries. Taylor earned a spot on the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994, leaving behind him a legacy of being perhaps the greatest defensive player in league history. Both the Sporting News and the NFL Network have recognized him as such, with the former ranking him behind only offensive players Jim Brown, Jerry Rice, and Joe Montana on its list of greatest players, while the latter placed him third, behind only Rice and Brown, on its Top 100 Players of All Time list.




  Taylor continued to draw praise from those closely associated with the game following his retirement. Speaking of LT, who constantly harassed his quarterbacks whenever the Giants played Washington, former Redskins head coach Joe Gibbs stated, “He’s changed the game of football because he’s just so dominating. It used to be that you’d say ‘our back blocks him,’ and you’d go ahead and throw the pass. If you get a back blocking Lawrence Taylor, you’ll lose.”15




  Longtime Philadelphia Eagles quarterback Ron Jaworski suggested, “Lawrence Taylor was one of those guys that revolutionized the game. When you played against the Giants with Lawrence Taylor, you had to game-plan for him. Throughout my 17 years, there were a lot of great players, and a lot of great teams, but, first and foremost, he stands out in my mind, and the Giant defense, because of him; because you did not execute a play without knowing where he was, not only as a quarterback, but as a complete offense.”16


[image: Many people consider Taylor to be the greatest defensive player in NFL history. Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos]




  Bill Parcells supported Jaworski’s contention, noting, “He [Taylor] changed the way the game was played on offense. They had to do something different. He may have invented the one-back offense. Joe Gibbs started using the one-back offense to deal with Lawrence Taylor.”17




  Parcells added, “I think you’re talking about one of the best guys that’s ever played. I don’t think there’s any question about that. Maybe the best guy, in deference to all the other great players that have come before him. I’m not saying he is the best, but he certainly has to be among the top handful of players that ever played in this league.”18




  Yet, in spite of Taylor’s greatness as a player, a considerable amount of uncertainty surrounded his candidacy when he became eligible for the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1999. Taylor’s hard-partying lifestyle, multiple suspensions, and involvement with drugs and prostitutes created doubt in the minds of many as to whether the voters would be able to overlook his many vices. Any concerns proved to be ill-founded, however, since Taylor was voted in the first time his name appeared on the ballot.




  With his ex-wife, three children, and parents all in attendance at his induction ceremony, Taylor acknowledged each of them, saying, “Thank you for putting up with me for all those years.”19 He also credited former Giants owner Wellington Mara for being so supportive of him, stating, “He [Mara] probably cared more about me as a person than he really should have.”20




  Although he has since run afoul of the law on numerous occasions for displaying a lack of judiciousness at times, Taylor ingratiated himself to the general public during a 2003 television interview with Mike Wallace. Speaking candidly about his time in the NFL, Taylor made numerous soul-wrenching admissions, describing the drug-abusing stages of his life as the “L.T.” period of his life. He described “L.T.” as an adrenaline junkie who lived life on a thrill ride. Displaying a great deal of emotion, Taylor stated that “L.T. died a long time ago, and I don’t miss him at all . . . all that’s left is Lawrence Taylor.”21




  CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




  Best Season




  Although Taylor had a number of exceptional seasons for the Giants, the 1986 campaign would have to be considered his finest. In addition to leading the NFL with a career-high 20½ sacks and earning Pro Bowl, First-Team All-Pro, and AP NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors, LT became the first defensive player since Minnesota’s Alan Page in 1969 to be named the league’s Most Valuable Player.




  Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  Several great games and memorable plays highlighted Taylor’s career, one of which took place in his second year in the league. Playing in front of a national television audience on Thanksgiving Day, November 25, 1982, the Giants and Detroit Lions remained tied at 6–6 early in the fourth quarter, when the host Lions drove deep into Giants territory. Detroit quarterback Gary Danielson threw a short pass out to the left flat that appeared to have touchdown written all over it. However, Taylor, playing on a bad knee, ran in front of the intended receiver, intercepted the pass, and jetted down the sidelines for a 97-yard TD interception return that ended up giving the Giants a 13–6 win.




  In another notable play, Taylor made a stop that essentially ended the career of Redskins quarterback Joe Theismann. Once again playing before a national audience, this time in a 1985 Monday Night Football game, Taylor registered a clean sack of Theismann that resulted in a compound fracture of the quarterback’s right leg. Realizing the severity of the injury, a distraught Taylor spent the next several moments screaming for paramedics to attend to Theismann, who never blamed the Giants linebacker for the injury.




  Just one year later, Taylor turned in one of his finest performances against the Redskins and Jay Schroeder, Theismann’s replacement in Washington. Facing the Redskins in a critical week 14 NFC East showdown, the Giants defeated their primary competitors for divisional supremacy by a score of 24–14, with LT registering three sacks of Schroeder.




  One month later, Taylor all but sealed New York’s 49–3 victory over San Francisco in their first-round playoff matchup by intercepting a Joe Montana pass late in the first half and returning it 34 yards for a touchdown that gave the Giants an insurmountable 28–3 lead.




  Taylor made another memorable play against the 49ers in the NFC Championship Game four years later that enabled the Giants to register a stunning upset of the two-time defending Super Bowl champions. With San Francisco clinging to a 13–12 lead and trying to run out the clock late in the fourth quarter, New York defensive tackle Erik Howard stopped 49er running back Roger Craig, dislodging the ball in the process. Ever the opportunist, Taylor plucked the ball out of midair, giving the Giants possession with only 2 minutes 30 seconds left on the clock. The Giants subsequently drove the ball downfield, enabling placekicker Matt Bahr to put them in the Super Bowl by kicking a game-winning 42-yard field goal as time expired.




  However, Taylor’s signature game would have to be considered the performance he turned in against the Saints in New Orleans on November 27, 1988. With Phil Simms injured and backup quarterback Jeff Hostetler making his first NFL start, the Giants knew heading into the contest that points were likely to be at a premium. A wounded LT, wearing a harness to protect his badly injured right shoulder, willed his team to a hard-fought 13–12 win by making 10 tackles, recording three quarterback sacks, and forcing two fumbles. After witnessing Taylor’s performance, sportswriter Dave Anderson later said, “He was so great that night that that’s one of the few games I ever saw that I felt a defensive player won the game. Lawrence Taylor that night won that game.”22 Phil Simms, who watched the game from the sidelines, suggested, “I think it was his greatest moment ever.”23




  NOTABLE ACHIEVEMENTS




  •Finished in double-digits in sacks seven times.




  •Compiled at least 15 sacks three times, surpassing the 20-mark once.




  •Led NFL with 20½ sacks in 1986.




  •Ranks 13th all-time in NFL in sacks.




  •Ranks second all-time on Giants with 132½ “official” sacks.




  •Nine-time NFC Defensive Player of the Week.




  •Ten-time Pro Bowl selection.




  •Ten-time All-NFC selection.




  •Eight-time First-Team All-Pro selection.




  •Two-time Second-Team All-Pro selection.




  •1981 Associated Press NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year.




  •Three-time Associated Press NFL Defensive Player of the Year (1981, 1982, 1986).




  •1986 NFL MVP.




  •NFL 1980s All-Decade Team.




  •Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994.




  •Fourth on the Sporting News 1999 list of 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.




  •Third on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of Top 100 Players of All Time.




  •Two-time NFC champion.




  •Two-time Super Bowl champion.




  •Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1999.




  2




  
—EMLEN TUNNELL—





  After seriously considering slotting either Roosevelt Brown or Mel Hein just ahead of him in these rankings, I ultimately decided to award the number 2 spot to Emlen Tunnell due to his extraordinary list of accomplishments. The first black player in Giants history proved to be a trailblazer in many other ways as well, ultimately becoming the first person of African American descent to serve as both a scout and an assistant coach at the NFL level. The former defensive back also became both the first black player and the first defensive player to be inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. More than just a pioneer, though, Tunnell established himself over the course of his career as one of the greatest defensive backs and punt returners in NFL history, retiring at the conclusion of the 1961 campaign with league records for most career interceptions (79), most punt returns (262), and most punt-return yardage (2,217). Although each of those marks has since been broken, Tunnell remains a legendary figure, particularly among Giants fans, for whom he performed for 11 of his 14 NFL seasons.




  Born in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, on March 29, 1925, Emlen Lewis Tunnell excelled as an all-around athlete throughout his youth, starring in football, baseball, and basketball in high school and college. In fact, Tunnell later admitted that he likely would have pursued a career in baseball had he ultimately not found a home in the NFL, stating, “I’d have gone into pro baseball because I was a better baseball player than I was a football player. But I didn’t like it.”1




  Tunnell’s sports career nearly ended prematurely when he broke his neck while playing football for the University of Toledo. Although Tunnell recovered, the injury prevented him from joining the U.S. Army and Navy during World War II. However, the U.S. Coast Guard ultimately accepted him, allowing him to fulfill his desire to serve his country.




  After spending two years in the Coast Guard, Tunnell attended the University of Iowa, where he resumed his athletic career, starring at quarterback, halfback, and on defense in his two years as a Hawkeye. Subsequently left undrafted by the NFL, the 23-year-old free agent elected to hitchhike a ride to New York, where he met with Giants owner Tim Mara, requesting a tryout with the ball club.


[image: Emlen Tunnell retired in 1961 as the NFL’s all-time leader in interceptions and punt-return yardage. Courtesy of NearMintCards.com]


  Eventually signed to a contract by Mara, Tunnell spent the first part of his rookie season of 1948 playing both offense and defense. However, after intercepting three passes in a game against the Green Bay Packers, Tunnell moved to the safety spot full time, remaining there for the rest of his career. He concluded his first year in the league with a total of seven interceptions, returning one of those for a touchdown.




  Rapidly developing into one of the game’s top defenders, Tunnell recorded a career-high 10 interceptions in 1949, returning two of those for touchdowns. He also finished second in the league with a total of 315 punt-return yards, averaging just over 12 yards per return. Tunnell earned Pro Bowl honors for the first of nine times the following year, when he intercepted seven passes and once again placed second in the league in punt-return yards, this time with a total of 305.




  Standing 6'1" and weighing close to 210 pounds, Tunnell possessed outstanding size and strength for a defensive back. However, his greatest attribute may well have been his marvelous instincts. Former linebacker Harland Svare, who played alongside Tunnell on the Giants defense for six years, stated emphatically, “Emlen Tunnell was one of the great football players of all time . . . of all the weak-side safeties I ever saw, he’s probably got the best instincts on the ball I’ve ever seen.”2




  Tunnell’s ability to make plays on the ball made him a veritable interception machine in the secondary. He intercepted at least six passes in each of his first 10 seasons in New York, compiling a total of 73 during that time. Teaming up with fellow safety Tom Landry his first several years with the Giants, Tunnell gave New York’s coaching staff the confidence to install its famed “umbrella” defense, which helped to shut down opposing offenses.




  Giants coach Jim Lee Howell once told the New York Times, “Emlen changed the theory of defensive safeties. He would have been too big for the job earlier, and they’d have made him a lineman. But he had such strength, such speed, and such quickness I’m convinced he was the best safety ever to play.”3




  Not given to false modesty, the extremely forthright Tunnell agreed with Howell’s assessment, taking it one step further by saying, “I’m the greatest defensive back ever to play the game.”4




  The numbers Tunnell posted his first 10 years with the Giants would certainly seem to support his contention. Considering that most teams rarely passed the ball more than 25 times per game when Tunnell played, his 73 interceptions during that time are a true indication of his greatness. Yet longtime teammate Frank Gifford found himself equally impressed by Tunnell’s punt-returning ability, stating, “I used to love to watch him catch a punt. He caught it like Willie Mays. He had the softest hands I’ve ever seen, and he wasn’t all that fast, and yet he had those incredible returns of punts and kickoffs. He just had a great instinct of knowing where he was on the field at all times.”5




  Tunnell’s superb all-around skills were never more apparent than in 1951 and 1952. In the first of those campaigns, he intercepted nine passes, led the NFL with 489 punt-return yards, and averaged 37.8 yards on six kickoff returns, returning one of those 100 yards for a touchdown. He followed that up in 1952 by intercepting seven passes, recovering a league-leading six fumbles, accumulating 364 yards on kickoff returns, and leading the NFL with 411 punt-return yards. The 924 total yards Tunnell compiled that year on interception, kickoff, and punt returns surpassed by 30 the total number of yards amassed by the NFL’s leading rusher.




  Tunnell continued his exceptional play from 1953 to 1957, annually finishing among the league leaders in interceptions and punt returns, en route to earning a Pro Bowl selection in each of those five seasons. His six interceptions and veteran leadership helped the Giants win the NFL Championship in 1956.




  A true iron man as well, Tunnell appeared in 158 consecutive games at one point during his career. Speaking of his amazing streak, Tunnell said, “You play when you’re hurt—in the hospital up until Sunday morning any number of times. They brought you in to play and you played ‘cause you wanted to play—I didn’t have to play.”6




  In addition to his toughness and extraordinary all-around ability, Tunnell proved to be an outstanding leader, with his easygoing demeanor helping to pave the way for other African American players to enter the almost all-white NFL that existed when he first joined the Giants in 1948.




  Longtime Giants teammate Andy Robustelli once told the New York Times, “One of the reasons we never had problems was because of Em Tunnell. Emlen was good to all people. He was a hell of a decent person who meant a lot to young ballplayers.”7




  After intercepting just one pass for the Giants in 1958, Tunnell joined Vince Lombardi in Green Bay following New York’s 23–17 defeat at the hands of the Baltimore Colts in that year’s NFL Championship Game. Tunnell spent his final three seasons with the Packers, earning one final trip to the Pro Bowl in 1959 and helping Green Bay defeat his former team 37–0 for the NFL title in 1961. He retired at the end of the 1961 season with more career interceptions, punt returns, and punt-return yards than any other player in NFL history. Although more than half a century has passed since Tunnell played his last game, he remains second on the all-time list in interceptions, while his total of 1,282 interception return yards places him fifth all-time.




  Following his retirement, Tunnell became a scout, first for the Packers and then for the Giants. He continued to serve in that capacity in New York until 1965, when the Giants made him the first black assistant coach in the NFL. Tunnell remained in that position until he died from a heart attack during a practice session on July 22, 1975. He was only 50 years old at the time of his passing.


[image: Tunnell holds franchise records for most interceptions and interceptionreturn yards. Public domain (author unknown)]


  Just a few years earlier, the always candid Tunnell told an interviewer, “Not pattin’ myself on the back—but they have never compared any defensive back with me. And I kind of dig that more than the Hall of Fame. And they won’t compare anybody to me in my day, ‘cause I won’t listen to them!”8




  GIANT CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




  Best Season




  Although Tunnell played exceptionally well for the Giants throughout his time in New York, he proved to be particularly effective from 1949 to 1952, intercepting at least seven passes in each of those seasons, while also accumulating more than 300 punt-return yards all four years. He had perhaps his finest defensive season in 1949, intercepting a career-high 10 passes and returning them for 251 yards and two touchdowns. Two years later, he intercepted nine passes, registered the only touchdown of his career on a kickoff return, averaged a career-best 14.4 yards per punt return, and led the league with a career-high 489 punt-return yards.




  Still, the feeling here is that Tunnell had his finest all-around season in 1952 when, in addition to intercepting seven passes and returning them for 149 yards, he amassed 364 yards on kickoff returns and led the NFL with 411 punt-return yards and six fumble recoveries. His 924 total return yards that year gave him 30 more than Rams running back Dan Towler, who led the league in rushing. Tunnell’s extraordinary performance that year earned him First-Team All-Pro honors for one of four times in his career.




  Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  Tunnell played perhaps his greatest game against the Green Bay Packers on November 21, 1948, recording three interceptions and returning one of them 43 yards for a touchdown, in helping the Giants register a lopsided 49–3 victory over their overmatched opponents.




  Yet he made arguably the biggest play of his career some eight years later in the 1956 NFL Championship Game. With the Giants holding a 13–0 lead over the Bears early in the second quarter and Chicago in possession of the ball near midfield, Bears head coach George Halas elected to go for the first down on 4th and 1. Tunnell burst across the line of scrimmage and stopped Chicago running back J. C. Caroline for a one-yard loss. The Giants subsequently drove down the field and scored on an Alex Webster three-yard run, en route to posting a convincing 47–7 win over the Bears that gave them their last championship of the pre–Super Bowl era.




  NOTABLE ACHIEVEMENTS




  •Intercepted at least six passes 10 times, finishing in double-digits once (10 in 1949).




  •Returned four interceptions for touchdowns.




  •Returned five punts for touchdowns.




  •Returned one kickoff for a touchdown.




  •Led NFL in punt returns twice, punt-return yardage twice, TD interceptions once, fumble recoveries once, and non-offensive touchdowns twice.




  •Ranks second all-time in NFL with 79 interceptions (74 as a Giant).




  •Ranks fifth all-time in NFL in interception return yardage.




  •Ranks first all-time on Giants in career interceptions (74), career interception return yardage (1,240), single-season interception return yardage (251 in 1949), career punt returns (257), career punt return yardage (2,206), single-season punt return yardage (489 in 1951), career punt return TDs (5), single-season punt return TDs (3 in 1951).




  •First African American to play for Giants.




  •First African American scout in NFL.




  •First African American assistant coach in NFL.




  •First African American to be inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame.




  •First defensive player to be inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame.




  •Eight-time Pro Bowl selection.




  •Four-time First-Team All-Pro selection.




  •Four-time Second-Team All-Pro selection.




  •NFL 1950s All-Decade Team.




  •Number 70 on the Sporting News 1999 list of 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.




  •Number 79 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of Top 100 Players of All Time.




  •Two-time NFL Eastern Division champion.




  •1956 NFL champion.




  •Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1967.




  3




  
—ROOSEVELT BROWN—





Selected by the Giants in the 27th round of the 1953 NFL Draft with the 321st overall pick, Roosevelt Brown turned out to be one of the greatest “sleeper” picks in league history. The greatest offensive lineman ever to play for the Giants, Brown gained general recognition as the NFL’s first pulling tackle, using his quickness and agility to earn nine Pro Bowl selections and six First-Team All-Pro nominations. In so doing, he provided ample blind-side protection for quarterbacks Charlie Conerly and Y. A. Tittle, while also opening up gaping holes for legendary running backs Frank Gifford and Alex Webster. Yet Brown likely never even would have been drafted by the Giants had a newspaper article in the Pittsburgh Courier not brought him to the attention of Giants owner Wellington Mara.




  Born in Charlottesville, Virginia, on October 20, 1932, Roosevelt Brown Jr. began his football playing career at the behest of one of the coaches at Jefferson High School, who, Brown later recalled, “thought I was too big to be playing trombone in the school band, so he made me go out for football.”1




  After graduating from Jefferson High, Brown went on to star in football, baseball, and wrestling at Morgan State University, eventually earning himself a write-up in the Pittsburgh Courier, an African American newspaper that named him to its 1952 Black All-American team. Subsequently selected by the Giants in the 27th round of the 1953 NFL Draft (the draft featured 30 rounds at that time) without anyone from the team’s organization ever having seen him play, Brown appeared ill-equipped to compete at the professional level when he joined the squad for his first training camp. Al DeRogatis, another member of the team’s offensive line at the time, later noted, “He [Brown] didn’t even know how to take a proper stance.”2




  Meanwhile, former Giants general manager Ernie Accorsi said that Brown once related the following story to him: “I was playing against Len Ford of the Browns, and I couldn’t block him. He would jump over me. Steve Owen was the head coach then, and he said, ‘If you can’t block him, we’re going to cut you.’ So I tackled Ford two straight plays. He said, ‘If you do that again, I’m going to kill you.’ I said, ‘Well, if I don’t stop you, I’m going to get cut, so what’s the difference if you kill me?’”3


[image: Roosevelt Brown starred for the Giants at left tackle for 13 seasons. Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com]


  Despite his lack of refinement, Brown impressed Owen with his strength, quickness, and outstanding athleticism. Even though he stood 6'3" and weighed close to 255 pounds, Brown boasted a 29-inch waistline and exceptional foot speed that few men of his proportions could match. He also possessed a solid work ethic and the ability to learn things quickly.




  Before long, Brown found himself starting at left tackle—a position he manned for the remainder of his 13-year career in New York. Perhaps the most athletic offensive lineman of his era, Brown developed into a classic left tackle, using his foot speed and long arms to impede the progress of opposing pass-rushers, while also employing his quickness to lead Giants ball carriers on end sweeps and halfback options.




  Considered by many to be the greatest pass blocker of his time, Brown had the size, strength, and agility to compete in any era. Frank Gifford, for whom Brown opened many a hole, said of his former teammate, “I wouldn’t be in the Hall of Fame if it weren’t for him.” Referring to a 79-yard run he made from the line of scrimmage, Gifford continued, “The longest run of my career was on a pitchout against Washington. Rosie made a block at the line of scrimmage. I cut it up, and then I’m running downfield and I look up and I see No. 79 in front of me, and he wiped out another guy.”4




  Legendary Giants linebacker Sam Huff revealed that Brown made an extremely favorable impression on him the first time the two men met in Giants training camp in 1956. Seeing the huge offensive lineman sitting outside the team’s dormitory in a T-shirt and shorts, Huff stated, “He was a big Jim Brown. I wanted to turn around and go back to West Virginia. I said, ‘Are they all built like this?’”5




  The Giants defense and skill-position players on offense received most of the praise for the success the team experienced during Brown’s tenure with them. Nevertheless, perhaps no other player proved to be more indispensable to the Giants during that period. Serving as an anchor on the left side of the offensive line, Brown helped lead New York to six division titles over an eight-year stretch, including the NFL Championship in 1956. He earned Pro Bowl and All-NFL honors virtually every year, even being named Lineman of the Year by the Associated Press at the conclusion of the Giants’ 1956 championship campaign. Brown played at such a high level that he eventually became just the second player to be elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame on the merits of his offensive line play alone.




  Unfortunately, chronic phlebitis forced Brown to retire at the end of the 1965 season, bringing to an end a playing career that spanned 162 games over 13 years. However, he subsequently remained with the organization another 38 years, serving the team in various capacities during that time. Hired as assistant offensive line coach immediately following his retirement, Brown became the offensive line coach in 1969. He remained in that position until 1971, when he became a scout, scouring the countryside for the top offensive and defensive line prospects in the nation.




  Successful in whatever role he assumed within the Giants organization, Brown urged the team to draft such eventual standouts as John Mendenhall and Leonard Marshall. Ernie Accorsi recalled how the Hall of Fame tackle once shared his knowledge of the game with the other front-office members present in the Giants draft room: “Rosie gave a spontaneous, philosophical talk. If it was recorded, it would be a manuscript for how to conduct a draft; a manuscript on scouting; on how to get these kids to become a finished product. He was a very wise man.”6




  Roosevelt Brown’s 51-year association with the Giants ended on June 9, 2004, when he passed away at age 71 after suffering a heart attack while gardening at his home in Columbus, New Jersey. Years earlier, Brown, who never earned more than $20,000 in any single season, revealed his love of the game when he said, “Nobody plays this game for the money. You have to enjoy it. You have to have the game in your heart. They can’t pay us enough for what we go through on the field.”7




[image: Brown earned nine trips to the Pro Bowl and nine All-Pro selections during his time in New York. Courtesy of MearsOnlineAuctions.com]




  CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




  Best Season




  Although Brown earned First-Team All-Pro honors six times between 1956 and 1962, the first of those campaigns would have to be considered his finest. In addition to helping the Giants win the NFL Championship, Brown was named NFL Lineman of the Year by the Associated Press.




  Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  In discussing the 1958 NFL “sudden death” title game between the Giants and Colts during an interview that took place in the early 1970s, Brown stated, “Not only was the ’58 game the greatest game I ever played in, it was the greatest game ever played.”8




  While there may be a great deal of merit in Brown’s assertion, he perhaps played his greatest game against the Chicago Bears two years earlier. Doing an exceptional job against the Chicago Bears’ vaunted defense in the 1956 NFL Championship Game, Brown ended up walking away with Lineman of the Game honors.




  NOTABLE ACHIEVEMENTS




  •Nine-time Pro Bowl selection.




  •Six-time First-Team All-Pro selection.




  •Three-time Second-Team All-Pro selection.




  •1956 NFL Lineman of the Year.




  •NFL 1950s All-Decade Team.




  •Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994.




  •Number 57 on the Sporting News 1999 list of 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.




  •Six-time NFL Eastern Division champion.




  •1956 NFL champion.




  •Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1975.




  4




  
—MEL HEIN—





Although a valid case could certainly be made for slotting either Harry Carson or Michael Strahan just ahead of Mel Hein in these rankings since both Carson and Strahan competed against superior athletes than the players Hein typically faced during the 1930s and 1940s, I ultimately decided to award the number four spot to Hein due to the tremendous impact he made on both sides of the ball. Rivaling Roosevelt Brown as the greatest offensive lineman in Giants history, Hein manned the center position for New York from 1931 to 1945. Still considered to be one of the greatest centers ever to play the game, Hein remains the only offensive lineman ever to capture league MVP honors, doing so in 1938, when he led the Giants to the NFL Championship for the second time in five years. An outstanding middle linebacker as well, the 6'2", 230-pound Hein also led the Giants on defense, applying pressure to opposing quarterbacks and bringing down ball carriers with bone-crunching tackles. Playing 60 minutes a game throughout his career, Hein established himself as a true iron man, never missing a single game due to injury and calling a timeout for himself just once, in order to allow the people on the sidelines to repair a broken nose so that he could return to the fray. Hein’s brilliant play on both offense and defense earned him All-NFL honors 11 straight times from 1931 to 1941, a spot on the Sporting News list of the 100 greatest players of all time, and a place in Canton, Ohio, when the Pro Football Hall of Fame first opened its doors in 1963.
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