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Advance Praise for Thomas George and Blitzed

“Quarterback is the most popular position in football, and football the most popular sport in America. In Blitzed, Thomas George takes readers on a fascinating inside journey of the high-stakes risks and rewards of that job, and how far teams will go to ride a young gunslinger to success. A terrific insider’s view from a long-time football insider himself.”

—Mitch Albom, New York Times bestselling author and sports columnist for the Detroit Free Press

“The biggest mystery in modern football is not what team will finally dethrone the Patriots for NFL supremacy, but rather which hotshot college quarterback will become a professional star. Thomas George rationally and methodically puts a microscope on this conundrum, from what happens when a coach realizes his bonus baby doesn’t have the goods (“Devastating,” Dick Vermeil calls that feeling) to enlightening chapter and verse on the Eagles’ pursuit of new great quarterback hope Carson Wentz. I’m glad George doesn’t advance a theorem that will guarantee success for a young quarterback because, as he lays out, there simply isn’t one.”

—Peter King, editor in chief, The Monday Morning Quarterback

“Blitzed by Thomas George is a through, complete, and riveting study of the challenge faced by teams trying to find and develop a franchise quarterback. As one who has lived it, I can tell you that Blitzed is a ‘must-read’ for every NFL fan.”

—Bill Polian, former general manager of the Indianapolis Colts, NFL analyst with ESPN, and Hall of Fame executive

“A franchise quarterback is the NFL’s most important asset, and Blitzed is the most important work on this subject. Thomas George delves into the subject of franchise quarterbacks, trying to explain the riddle that baffles and bewilders the worst teams, and rewards and stabilizes the best ones. It is educating, enlightening, and highly enjoyable.”

—Adam Schefter, ESPN NFL Insider

“I’ve known Thomas George for a long time and have always respected the quality of his work. He puts years of experience and expertise covering the NFL to excellent use in Blitzed. With particular focus on Carson Wentz, Jared Goff, and Dak Prescott, George dissects the trickiest task in sports—finding and developing the franchise quarterback. How do you know when a quarterback has that “it” factor? Thomas knows.”

—Jim Thomas, NFL writer, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Thomas George has written one of the most important books about the NFL in years. Blitzed is a provocative first-hand look at how NFL teams thrust very young men into the most difficult position in professional sports and demand they succeed—now. I could not put this book down.”

—Sal Paolantonio, National Correspondent, ESPN

“Thomas George has spent thirty-five years seeking answers to what makes some NFL quarterbacks great while others fail. In Blitzed: Why NFL Teams Gamble On Starting Rookie Quarterbacks, he uses his wealth of experience and lifetime of NFL contacts to explore what has become the central issue of successful team building in the NFL. Why are more rookie quarterbacks being handed the ball and why do so few succeed? What determines success or failure? Thomas George set out to find the answers and succeeded like Tom Brady. By the time you finish Blitzed you’ll understand why more and more teams risk the future on rookie quarterbacks and why all but a handful are doomed from the start.”

—Ron Borges, writer for Boston Herald and author of Present at the Creation: My Life in the NFL and the Rise of America’s Game

“Thomas George knows the ins and outs of the NFL and, in particular, NFL quarterbacking. He dives into the age-old issue of finding a franchise quarterback in an insightful way. George’s interviews with coaches who have found and failed to find that star quarterback provide deep analysis of the biggest challenge for pro football teams. And his examination of the flops is especially enlightening.”

—Barry Wilner, pro football writer, Associated Press

“Ever wonder why some early-round quarterbacks thrive and others fail? Thomas George goes behind the scenes to give you the answers from the coaches and decision-makers whose livelihoods depend on making the right choice at the game’s most important position.”

—Alex Marvez, writer for Sporting News and host of SiriusXM NFL Radio
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To my family near and far, and to all those who appreciate this incredible game’s enchanting tapestry.


FOREWORD BY WARREN MOON



Nobody wants a good quarterback. Every team and every coach in the NFL wants a great quarterback—someone they can build a franchise around. As a Hall of Fame quarterback, many people have asked me, “What makes a ‘franchise quarterback’ so special?” In my opinion, what makes that type of player different is that he gives you the opportunity to win every week, no matter your opponent. A franchise quarterback provides an air of confidence that’s not only noticeable in the locker room, but is present within the building, stadium, and organization. Nothing compares to having your fan base rally around the guy who is behind center, knowing that he’s the right player to lead the team and franchise.

The perception around the NFL is that if you don’t have a great quarterback, then you’re probably not going to have a very competitive football team—especially due to the way the rules have changed in recent years. Today, quarterbacks are protected in the pocket and defensive backs cannot be as physical with receivers, so that it is more of a pitch and catch type of game for the offense. As a result, the quarterback position dominates the game, making having a “franchise” quarterback even more important.

Transitioning to the NFL from college, rookie quarterbacks quickly realize that professional football is a completely different ball game. In college, you’re typically not playing against exceptionally talented teams every week and there might only be two or three players on opposing teams that have the talent to play in the National Football League. Then, suddenly, upon entering the NFL, you’re playing against 52 guys who were the very best in college, and have the tenacity to win. As a rookie, you have to adjust to the fact that there are no glaring weaknesses in anybody’s game. You’re playing against the best cover guys and pass rushers in football, the game moves a lot faster, and windows to make throws close quickly.

What’s tougher than playing against the best guys, though, is playing with some of the worst. The worst teams get the highest draft picks, so that means the highest-drafted quarterback will usually go to a bad football team. This usually puts the player in a situation where he doesn’t have any pieces around him to make his adjustment easier. More is put on his shoulders, which is the situation you see with a lot of today’s young quarterbacks in the NFL. If they can make it through that transitional period without losing all their confidence and getting too beat up (a classic example of this is the Texans and David Carr), they have a chance of success if the team continues to build around them—and that’s assuming that the team keeps moving forward without taking any steps back. Another critical issue among young quarterbacks is when teams change offensive schemes or have a revolving door of coaches, which can stunt the growth of any quarterback, something that many fans of the game fail to realize. I had four different offensive coordinators and two different head coaches in my first four seasons, which made things difficult.

NFL fans, often holding extremely high expectations, desire consistent success from their team and quarterback. One of the things I am most excited about with Blitzed is that fans will have the opportunity to gain a deeper appreciation of what it means to be a successful quarterback in the NFL. Being a quarterback, especially a rookie QB, requires a lot more than what fans see on the field. By reading the information in this book, you get to learn not only from quarterbacks themselves, but from general management, coaches, owners, and scouts on what they’re looking for when they draft a player they hope is a franchise quarterback. Of course, much of what you’re looking for is the physical attributes, but there are so many intangible characteristics that go into making a great quarterback that you can’t always judge by looking at a guy on the field. What’s inside of him? What’s in his heart? What is his work ethic like? Is he prepared to handle adversity—not only on the field, but off the field in his personal life?

Most of all, I hope that thinking about these types of questions will help readers realize the immense amount of pressure that comes with drafting a quarterback and trying to develop them into an All-Pro. There is a lot of research, thought, and hard work that goes into the decision for an organization to draft a quarterback and, even then, nothing is certain. Remember, success for a young quarterback is not as simple as being talented. Achieving success as a quarterback is a combination of being put in the right situation, getting an opportunity with the right coaches, system, and teammates, and, finally, leading your team to victory.


INTRODUCTION:
THE QUEST, THE GAMBLE



Why do NFL teams gamble on starting rookie quarterbacks?

Because they crave franchise quarterbacks.

The search can be frustrating. Exasperating.

“This is the guy that is the difference-maker,” Hall of Fame and Super Bowl XLI winning coach Tony Dungy said. “There are 32 NFL teams. Unfortunately, there are not 32 franchise quarterbacks. There are always going to be teams that need one. Always teams that are looking. The trend nowadays is to draft them, play them, see if they can rise to that franchise level—or move on and try it again. A young one sets you up for the next ten to fifteen years. If you’ve got one, you’re going places.”

And if you don’t?

“You can feel deprived,” Super Bowl XXXVII winning coach Jon Gruden said. “You can feel desperate. There is a sense of urgency. So, you see teams draft them and start them instantly to try to fill that void. We’ve seen teams shoot way up in the draft with big, costly trades to go get the franchise quarterback they have identified. We’ve seen teams fall into franchise quarterbacks with late-round picks. It all begins to shake out on who’s right and who’s wrong. But, to be honest with you, I don’t know if it’s fair to call much of it a gamble. If you’re picking at the top of the draft, you’ve got a problem—you probably don’t have one. And the top-quality quarterback is usually at the top of the draft.

“If you don’t have one, where are you going to get ’em? Free agency? What quarterback is usually worth a damn in free agency? A trade? Who trades a quarterback worth a damn? You basically get them as rookies in the draft. You are hoping they will become a franchise quarterback, a long-term winning quarterback, a Super Bowl–winning quarterback. I was accused of never getting (drafting/acquiring) a great quarterback when I coached. Some years, it’s just pure luck who is available and who is not available in the draft. I mean, how much of a genius do you have to be to pick Andrew Luck when he’s coming out? Or Peyton Manning? I know Bill Parcells in Miami took [offensive tackle] Jake Long at No. 1 overall [in the 2008 draft] ahead of [current Atlanta Falcons quarterback] Matt Ryan. How do you think Miami would look today with Matt Ryan?1

“So it’s a gamble, but it’s also the luck of the draw. And then it’s just mistakes made letting people slip through the cracks. They said [Seattle Seahawks quarterback] Russell Wilson was too short. [Dallas Cowboys quarterback] Dak Prescott was too zone-read oriented. [Oakland Raiders quarterback] Derek Carr was a kid with nothing lacking, but teams were spooked by how it turned out for his brother [2002 No. 1 overall pick David Carr]. [Hall of Fame quarterback] Joe Montana’s arm was not strong enough. These guys were passed over, later with deep regret. That’s the crapshoot.”

* * *

Why do NFL teams gamble on starting rookie quarterbacks?

Sometimes, the rookie quarterbacks are deemed instantly better than the team’s veteran alternative. Sometimes, NFL head coaches feel pressure from owners and fans to toss rookies in quickly—even before the staff feels they are ready. Sometimes, NFL head coaches do it as a job-saving act, in fear of being fired and a new coach reaping the rookie’s possible benefits. Sometimes, salary cap structures expedite the rapid insertion.

Since 2011, of the twenty-five rookie quarterbacks taken in the first two rounds of the NFL draft, only five have failed to be their team’s primary starter in their rookie season.2 For the last nine consecutive NFL seasons, at least one rookie quarterback has started his team’s season opener. Consider that the prior longest such streak was only four straight seasons (1968–71).

In the 2014 NFL season, Minnesota Vikings quarterback Teddy Bridgewater started 12 games, broke 91 Vikings rookie passing records, and was named the Pepsi NFL Rookie of the Year. In the 2015 NFL season, Jameis Winston and Marcus Mariota were drafted 1-2 and have already become staples with the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and Tennessee Titans, respectively. In the 2016 season, rookie quarterbacks Carson Wentz, Dak Prescott, Jacoby Brissett, and Cody Kessler combined for a 7–2 record with 6 touchdown passes and 0 interceptions in the first three NFL weekends. Prescott started every game in ’16, leading Dallas to a 13–3 record and into the playoffs.

In the 2017 NFL Draft, three teams selected quarterbacks among the top 12 picks and each team traded up from its lower draft position to make that happen, led by the Chicago Bears catch of Mitchell Trubisky at No. 2.

* * *

All rookie quarterbacks struggle. Most never reach franchise status. But when it clicks, it resonates.

The Super Bowl is the target. To reach it, to win it, franchise quarterbacks are routinely required.

Add potential Hall of Fame inductees Peyton Manning, Drew Brees, Tom Brady, Aaron Rodgers, Ben Roethlisberger, and Eli Manning, and 38 of the 51 (74.5 percent) Super Bowl–winning quarterbacks are Hall of Famers. Of the 51 Super Bowl–winning quarterbacks, only two own losing career records: Joe Namath (62–63–4) and Doug Williams (38–42–1).3

NFL franchises spend countless hours and resources identifying quarterbacks who showcase thick skin as much as talent. Often what one team sees in that trait, another team misses. What one talent evaluator concludes, another one across the league has an opposite view. Increasingly, NFL teams are focusing on a quarterback’s toughness, hardness factors.

“I read a lot about the military,” Super Bowl XXXIV winning coach Dick Vermeil said. “In the military, they cannot predict who will be the best under pressure. But they wonder, who will be the ‘medal guy?’ The military is spending a lot of money trying to identify in advance who is that guy among them that is most excellent under pressure. Well, with NFL quarterbacks, there’s a little something to that. Sometimes the closer you get to that No. 1 pick for your hoped franchise quarterback, the gamble increases. But Dak Prescott was drafted in the fourth round. That is not a gamble, period, at that draft slot. Jared Goff to the LA Rams for that steep of a cost to the Rams? To me, that is a huge gamble!

“Sometimes you just don’t see it and you miss on a quarterback like Dak. Other times you wonder a bit, like I do with Goff. And sometimes you just know. I was coaching a preseason game in the seventies and remember going out for warm-ups. We were playing the Baltimore Colts. They had Bert Jones at quarterback. First time I saw him, I told my coaches, ‘Holy Mackerel!’ I had never seen anyone throw the ball the way he threw the ball. It was like that with John Elway, too. Just know this: It’s the most devastating thing in football when you draft a guy and you walk off the practice field thinking, ‘Oh my God.’ And you realize he is nowhere as good as you had hoped. That does happen, you know. Just devastating. I prefer you play the rookie quarterback right away. Play them now. You need to know.”

But, even so, it is hard to know.

The leadership, the communication skills. The intelligence, the DNA, the mentality and processing skills. The toughness. The personality and how it meshes in the locker room. Can he handle being the franchise guy? Can he handle being “The Show?” The idol worship?

The correct answers are hardly a cinch.

Will he ever master handling sophisticated NFL defenses? He must be able to decipher how current NFL defenses stroll and wander before the snap, rarely making pre-snap commitments to specific alignments. Can he deal with hybrid defensive players who now pass rush as much as they drop into coverage? Can he sidestep a rush, dance, and still throw accurately? Can he keep his eyes downfield instead of fretting over being crushed? Can he dial it into tight, closing pass defense windows?

And while doing all this, can he manage his offense, his huddle, his peers, and get his team out of bad plays and into good ones with audibles?

Aaron Rodgers said this about one of the most incredible plays of the 2016 season. It was his third-down, off-balance, 36-yard completion to tight end Jared Cook inches from the sideline. It led to a Green Bay Packers playoff-winning field goal in the final seconds at Dallas. “I’m confident anytime I’m out there, game on the line or not, but we’ve made those throws before in practice,” Rodgers said. “It’s a matter of trusting your muscle memory and your training, and thinking about a positive picture when you break the huddle and executing it right away.”

That is how you want your franchise quarterback to play and to think.

Every team, every coach wants that approach and mindset.

Sometimes, even when teams get it, they find it tricky to artfully coach.

“I also think it’s not gambling when you draft and play a rookie quarterback,” two-time Super Bowl–winning head coach Mike Shanahan said. “You have to get that quarterback situation set up for the present and the future. It’s probably the most poorly evaluated position in sports. Everyone knows a championship team separates itself from the pack by having a good quarterback. And once you get him, you have to be very specific about what he can and can’t do. Very few of them can do it all.”

These factors make the high-pick, franchise quarterback drafting experience a potential disaster. It fosters varied philosophies on not only how to select, but also how to effectively groom rookie quarterbacks.

The intensity of making the proper decisions and the debate on the approach for developing rookie quarterbacks has been debated in pro football for more than half a century. Prime examples are the NFL drafts of 1948 and 1956, and what happened in those quarterbacks’ careers.

In the 1948 NFL Draft, the Washington Redskins used their No. 1 pick on quarterback/halfback/defensive back Harry Gilmer. Hall of Fame Quarterback Bobby Layne was selected No. 3 by the Chicago Bears. Hall of Fame quarterback Y. A. Tittle was taken No. 6 by the Detroit Lions. Layne sat his rookie season behind Sid Luckman and Johnny Lujack. Tittle opted for the Baltimore Colts of the then All American Football Conference and, as a rookie, passed for 16 touchdowns. He turned a 2–11–1 team from the season prior into a 7–7 team, made the playoffs, and won the AAFC Rookie of the Year. Thus, the Redskins took Gilmer over two eventual Hall of Fame quarterbacks.

In the 1956 draft, safety Gary Glick was the No. 1 pick by the Pittsburgh Steelers. Quarterback Earl Morrall was No. 2 by the San Francisco 49ers, where as a rookie he was a backup to Tittle (Tittle had moved to the 49ers by then). Morrall later became a key figure in the Miami Dolphins’ 1973 undefeated season. And who was the No. 200 pick of the 1956 draft? It was Green Bay Packers Hall of Fame quarterback Bart Starr. Starr was a backup to Tobin Rote his rookie season, and did not become the Packers starter until 1959, which was also head coach Vince Lombardi’s first year with the Packers. Gary Click or Bart Starr? The answer is so simple now.

But in the moment, nailing the winning choice can be onerous.

The latest example of an overlooked, over analyzed, botched rookie quarterback projection is Dak Prescott. In the 2016 NFL Draft, seven quarterbacks were selected before him. But his rookie season was so good that the Cowboys already consider him their franchise quarterback. He enjoyed a stout offensive line in 2016. He enjoyed a robust running game. His passing accuracy, too, was rare. He won the AP Offensive Rookie of the Year award and was selected to the Pro Bowl. He was a fourth-round pick, No. 135 overall. It was Tom Brady–like: the sixth-round player, the No. 199 pick in 2000. The quarterback who fooled them all en route to five Super Bowl rings.

“Tom [Brady] works very hard and prepares well,” said Bill Belickick, the New England Patriots head coach and five-time Super Bowl winner. “He’s very diligent in his preparation. It’s not an up and down thing. It’s consistent every week in terms of learning the defense, learning their schemes and their players. Just getting our game plan so he knows what we’re doing and how we’re doing it, he’s able to put it all together better than any player that I’ve ever coached. Putting that together in just a couple of seconds of time, he has to process it once he gets the calls and to the line of scrimmage. I think his preparation allows him to in part do that. He’s a great role model for all of us. Any player and any coach. All of us.”

But Brady didn’t start as a rookie. In fact, he only appeared in one game in 2000, completing one pass on three attempts. Belichick emphasizes that Brady was groomed in his 2000 rookie season while he sat behind veteran quarterback (and former No. 1 overall pick) Drew Bledsoe.

“Every team essentially has the same opportunity based on the current NFL rules in place for that season,” Belichick said. “We have to maximize our opportunities, whatever those are, to develop young players at this and every position. Player development does not end in the rookie year. It is an evolving process that encompasses several years. As someone who did not play his rookie year, Tom Brady would be one good example of this.”

Gruden and Vermeil describe some rookie quarterbacks who were drafted highly but struggled mightily—David Carr, Kyle Boller, Joey Harrington, Tim Couch, Akili Smith, Heath Shuler, Ryan Leaf, and many others—as a mixed bag who blew their chances or were “victims.” Each NFL team may enjoy similar opportunities, but not all teach, coordinate, or cultivate rookie quarterbacks effectively.

“We have over the years chewed them up and spit them out and in many instances still do,” Los Angeles Chargers head coach Anthony Lynn said. “We’ve killed the confidence of a few of them. There is no telling how many rookie quarterbacks we’ve ruined. Everybody is not a Peyton Manning. For some, it just takes time. Personally, I prefer the situation where you have a veteran winning quarterback and the luxury of sitting the rookie the first year so that he can watch and learn. That’s the perfect situation. That’s the way it used to commonly be, but it’s harder and harder to come by.”

The pressure to win, the economics, the head coach’s job (in)security, and the stunning success of some rookie quarterbacks can make the gamble enticing.

Or, again, ruinous.

Few young quarterbacks can match Blaine Gabbert’s trials, his odyssey.

In 2011, Gabbert was drafted in the first round, No. 10 overall, by the Jacksonville Jaguars. In 2011, his head coaches were Jack Del Rio and Mel Tucker; in 2012, it was Mike Mularkey; in 2013, it was Gus Bradley; in 2014, he moved on to San Francisco to play for Jim Harbaugh; in 2015, it was Jim Tomsula; in 2016, it was Chip Kelly.

For the 2017 season, Gabbert, now twenty-seven years old and with the Arizona Cardinals, will have his eighth head coach (Bruce Arians) in seven seasons.

That is a myriad of coaches, offensive systems, and change. It is a potential mind-blowing experience for a young quarterback.

“The supporting cast and the system make a big difference for rookie quarterbacks,” Gruden said. “Some of these teams have changed coaches and coordinators like they change shorts.”

Some NFL teams, especially the Cleveland Browns and the New York Jets, have spun in circles for decades trying to identify a franchise quarterback.

Hall of Fame safety Ronnie Lott said: “A lot of times, these scouts and coaches don’t know what they are looking at. They make the same mistakes. They pick the wrong guys. And then these quarterbacks just don’t know what they don’t know. It’s about making crucial decisions at crucial times in the game. That’s hard.”

Consider that the Browns three times since 2000 have used pick No. 22 of the first round to select a quarterback: Brady Quinn (2007), Brandon Weeden (2012), and Johnny Manziel (2014). None stuck.

Longtime NFL offensive whiz Chan Gailey, now retired, used to often say that everyone is called at different times to do different things in the NFL. Everyone must be included, Gailey insists. “That’s what makes a team.”

Most of the NFL will shoot right back: No franchise quarterback, no NFL nirvana.

NFL head coaches know that the lack of a franchise quarterback often is a genesis for their firings.

Seventy-five NFL head coaches who were with their teams for four or fewer years were fired or forced to resign from 1998 through 2016. Of those 75 coaches, 22 were fired after two seasons and 11 were fired after one season. Those 75 coaches worked with only 18 Pro Bowl quarterbacks. Nine of those 18 quarterbacks made the Pro Bowl only once in their careers. Twenty-four of these coaches started rookie quarterbacks in eight or more games.

NFL head coaches seek time to tutor rookie quarterbacks. In many instances, they are denied. Ownership, fans, and critics often demand microwave results in a show-me-now, pressurized league.

No franchise quarterback, no NFL nirvana.

The rookie quarterback must be surrounded in the quarterback room by coaches and peers who can positively influence his study habits. NFL teams are pondering for future choices what works best and what innovative approaches—including virtual reality exercises—can be incorporated.

“It’s difficult to win without a good quarterback,” San Francisco 49ers head coach Kyle Shanahan said. “Look at the history of the NFL. Teams that don’t have one of those guys usually struggle to be there at the end of the year unless they have one of the top defenses in Super Bowl history or NFL history. Everyone knows that. You need a quarterback to be consistently competitive. That’s what everybody is looking for, coaches and personnel people. It’s usually where it starts.”

The 2016 NFL Draft and the regular season that followed provided a premier example. The Los Angeles Rams (Jared Goff at No. 1) and the Philadelphia Eagles (Carson Wentz at No. 2) bolted to the top of the draft via pricey trades in order to select these potential franchise quarterbacks. Once obtained, each team employed opposite answers to this recurring riddle …

Start him?

Or …

Sit him?



1.   In 2012, the Dolphins drafted Ryan Tannehill with the 8th overall pick, hoping he would be their franchise quarterback. Questions remain.

2.   Colin Kaepernick (49ers, 2011), Jake Locker (Titans, 2011), Brock Osweiler (Broncos, 2012), Jimmy Garoppolo (Patriots, 2014), and Christian Hackenberg (Jets, 2016).

3.   Jim Plunkett had a .500 career record, at 72–72.


Chapter 1

START HIM?



The Philadelphia Eagles reside in the NFC East, a conference long known for featuring heroic quarterback play and Super Bowl champions. But only the Eagles among the NFC East group of the Dallas Cowboys (five times), New York Giants (four times), and Washington Redskins (three times) have failed to win a Super Bowl.

After the 2015 season, the Eagles realized that Dallas was still banking on veteran quarterback Tony Romo, the Giants still enjoyed the mature hand of Eli Manning and Washington was enjoying the emergence of Kirk Cousins.

The Eagles’ owner, Jeffrey Lurie, was not happy with his quarterback quandary.

Lurie bought the Eagles in 1994. He paid $185 million for them to then-owner Norman Braman, who had lost his zest for ownership, unhappy with free agency and soaring player salaries and unmoved in his belief that the rocketing cost of franchise quarterbacks helped split a division among most locker rooms that was unmanageable.

It took Lurie five years to find a franchise quarterback when Donovan McNabb was nabbed with the No. 2 overall pick in the 1999 draft. It took six years after that for the Eagles to reach Super Bowl XXXIX, a 24–21 loss to the New England Patriots.

Lurie has not had a whiff of the Super Bowl since that game in 2005.

Nor a franchise quarterback.

He fired head coach Andy Reid after the 2012 season, courted college coaching whiz Chip Kelly from Oregon, and fetched veteran quarterback (and former No. 1 draft pick) Sam Bradford among a series of futile moves in recent years. In November 2015, he began hearing whispers about this wunderkind quarterback from tiny North Dakota State. Lurie heard chatter about the 2016 draft presenting two highly projected franchise quarterbacks.

So, in December 2015, Lurie set out on an old mission in a new way.

“I define a franchise quarterback as someone who has the physical talent, the mental leadership qualities, and mental toughness to be a consistently winning quarterback that puts you in contention to win a championship,” Lurie said. “He has to have that ‘it’ factor. The single most important trait is the mental fortitude to handle the challenges that face a young quarterback. He has to be a smart quarterback—in today’s NFL, quarterbacks have to routinely make intricate decisions in 2.5 seconds or less.
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