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— INTRODUCTION —


THE 49ER LEGACY

A charter member of the short-lived All-America Football Conference (AAFC) that lasted only four seasons, the San Francisco 49ers came into being in 1946, joining the Los Angeles Dons of the AAFC and the Los Angeles Rams of the rival National Football League as the first three major-league professional sports franchises to be based in the Western United States. Founded by San Francisco native Tony Morabito, the owner of a successful lumber hauling business who earlier tried unsuccessfully to establish an NFL expansion team in his hometown, the 49ers took their name from the prospectors who arrived in Northern California during the Gold Rush of 1848–1855.

Co-owned by Morabito, his younger brother Vic, and their partners in the Lumber Terminals of San Francisco, Allen E. Sorrell and Ernest J. Turre, the 49ers began play in the AAFC’s inaugural season of 1946, taking up residence in the league’s Western Division, which they shared with the Cleveland Browns, Los Angeles Dons, and Chicago Rockets. Coached by longtime college head coach Buck Shaw, the 49ers played their home games in Kezar Stadium, a 50,000-seat arena located in the southeastern corner of Golden Gate Park that originally opened in 1925. Although the 49ers fared extremely well from 1946 to 1949, compiling an overall record of 38-14-2, they finished second in the division to the Browns each year, with Cleveland losing a total of only four contests, en route to winning four straight AAFC championships.

Absorbed by the NFL, along with the Browns and the original Baltimore Colts, when the AAFC folded following the conclusion of the 1949 campaign, the 49ers joined the Colts, Los Angeles Rams, Chicago Bears, Green Bay Packers, Detroit Lions, and New York Yanks in the league’s Western Division, where they experienced a moderate amount of success under Shaw the next five seasons, earning two second-place finishes, while posting an overall mark of 33-25-2. But, with the Morabito brothers and 49ers general manager Louis Spadia unhappy over the team’s inability to capture a division title, they replaced Shaw at the helm with 49ers assistant Red Strader at the end of 1954. Strader remained in charge for just one year, leading the 49ers to a record of 4-8, before Frankie Albert, who starred for the 49ers at quarterback during their formative years in the AAFC, assumed control of the team in 1956. Although the 49ers compiled a mediocre record of 19-16-1 under Albert the next three seasons, they nearly advanced to the NFL championship game in 1957, posting a regular-season mark of 8-4 that tied them with Detroit for the best record in the Western Division, before losing to the Lions by a score of 31–27 in a one-game playoff to determine the division champion.

Sadly, the 49ers suffered another major loss in 1957 when Tony Morabito died of a heart attack during an October 27 home game against the Chicago Bears. Learning of their beloved owner’s passing at halftime, an emotional and extremely motivated 49ers team subsequently scored 14 unanswered points, to come away with a 21–17 victory.

Following Morabito’s passing, his brother, Vic, and widow, Josephine, assumed full control of the team, retaining Albert for one more year, before relieving him of his duties after the 49ers finished just 6-6 in 1958. Red Hickey, an assistant under Albert, subsequently took over as head coach, guiding the 49ers to a record of 7-5 in 1959 that enabled them to finish the decade with an overall mark of 63-54-3. Yet, even though the 49ers failed to distinguish themselves as a team during the 1950s, they featured some of the greatest individual stars in the game, including future Hall of Famers Y. A. Tittle, Joe Perry, Hugh McElhenny, John Henry Johnson, Bob St. Clair, and Leo Nomellini, with the first four members of that troupe acquiring the nickname “The Million Dollar Backfield” for their ability to create excitement on offense.

Hickey continued to coach the 49ers for another three years, during which time he became the first NFL head coach to employ the shotgun formation on offense. However, with the 49ers hovering right around the.500-mark much of the time, Hickey received his walking papers during the early stages of the 1963 campaign, with Hall of Fame defensive back and 49ers assistant Jack Christiansen replacing him at the helm. Vic Morabito died shortly thereafter, with his passing at only 45 years of age on May 10, 1964, leaving primary ownership of the team to the Morabito widows.

Faring no better under the new regime, the 49ers continued to flounder until shortly after former Dallas Cowboys defensive coordinator Dick Nolan assumed head-coaching duties in 1968. After struggling their first two seasons under Nolan, the 49ers won three straight division titles and appeared in two NFC championship games from 1970 to 1972, although they ended up losing to Dallas both times, suffering a 17–10 defeat at the hands of the Cowboys in the 1970 title tilt, before losing to them again the following year, this time by a score of 14–3. Outstanding performers for the 49ers who helped facilitate their rise to prominence included quarterback John Brodie, running back Ken Willard, wide receiver Gene Washington, offensive linemen Forrest Blue and Len Rohde, defensive tackle Charlie Krueger, linebacker Dave Wilcox, cornerback Jimmy Johnson, and defensive ends Cedrick Hardman and Tommy Hart.

As the 49ers rose to elite status during the early 1970s, they found themselves sharing the NFC Western Division with the Los Angeles Rams, Atlanta Falcons, and New Orleans Saints following the NFL-AFL merger at the end of 1969 that resulted in a new two-conference setup that featured three divisions in each conference. And, after calling Kezar Stadium home for the previous 25 seasons, the 49ers moved into Candlestick Park in 1971, giving them a more modern facility that served as their home venue for the next 43 years.

Unfortunately, the success that the 49ers experienced from 1970 to 1972 proved to be short-lived, as they subsequently suffered through a horrendous eight-year stretch during which they posted just one winning record, as Dick Nolan (1968–1975), Monte Clark (1976), Ken Meyer (1977), Pete McCulley (1978), and Fred O’Connor (1978) all took turns coaching the team. However, things finally began to turn around after real estate developer Edward J. DeBartolo Jr. purchased the 49ers in 1977, fired general manager Joe Thomas two years later, and hired former Stanford University head coach Bill Walsh to run the team.

A disciple of legendary NFL head coach Paul Brown, under whom he served as offensive coordinator in Cincinnati from 1968 to 1975, Walsh proved to be extremely effective at stockpiling draft picks, making wise selections in the annual draft, and filling holes in his roster by acquiring key free agents. Walsh is also credited with popularizing the “West Coast Offense,” which predicates much of its success on a short, precise, well-timed passing game and an effective running game that helps keep the opposing defense off balance.

It took some time for Walsh to find the right players to implement his system in San Francisco, resulting in a pair of losing seasons for the 49ers, who compiled an embarrassing record of 2-14 in 1979 that remains tied for the worst mark in franchise history. But, after drafting quarterback Joe Montana, inserting unproven Dwight Hicks at free safety, overhauling the rest of his secondary by drafting defensive backs Ronnie Lott, Eric Wright, and Carlton Williamson, and acquiring veteran linebacker Jack “Hacksaw” Reynolds and sack specialist Fred Dean over the course of the next two seasons, Walsh suddenly found himself in charge of a team ready to compete for the league championship.

Beginning an extended period of excellence in 1981, the 49ers won the NFC Western Division title by going 13-3 during the regular season, before defeating the Giants by a score of 38–24 in the divisional round of the post-season tournament. The Niners subsequently earned their first conference championship by recording a memorable 28–27 victory over the Cowboys in the NFC title game, scoring the winning points on a last-minute TD grab by wide receiver Dwight Clark that has since become known simply as “The Catch.” The 49ers then emerged victorious in Super Bowl XVI, building an early 20–0 lead over Cincinnati, before holding on for a 26–21 win.

A players’ strike in 1982 threw everything out of kilter, contributing to a disappointing 3-6 record by the 49ers. However, they subsequently began an exceptional 16-year run during which they advanced to the play-offs 15 times, captured 12 division titles, and won four more Super Bowls. After suffering a 24–21 defeat at the hands of the Washington Redskins in the 1983 NFC championship game, the 49ers rebounded in a big way the following year, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 475–227 during the regular season, en route to compiling a franchise-best 15-1 record. Continuing their dominant play in the postseason, the 49ers defeated the Giants by a score of 21–10 in the opening round of the play-offs, before shutting out the Bears 23–0 in the NFC championship game. The 49ers subsequently put the finishing touches on their banner year by recording a convincing 38–16 victory over Dan Marino and the Miami Dolphins in Super Bowl XIX, with Joe Montana earning game MVP honors for the first of three times. At season’s end, Ronnie Lott, Eric Wright, Dwight Hicks, and Carlton Williamson all received invitations to the Pro Bowl, marking the first time ever that an entire defensive backfield earned that honor.

Although the 49ers made the playoffs in each of the next three seasons, they failed to advance beyond the opening round of the postseason tournament, losing twice to the Giants and once to the Vikings, with their unexpected 36–24 loss to Minnesota in the divisional round of the 1987 playoffs prompting Eddie DeBartolo Jr. to strip Bill Walsh of his team president title. After finishing first in the NFC West for the third straight time in 1988, the 49ers gained a measure of revenge against the Vikings in the divisional round of the playoffs, recording a resounding 34–9 victory over their overmatched opponents, before defeating the Bears by a score of 28–3 in the NFC championship game. The 49ers then earned a hard-fought 20–16 victory over the Cincinnati Bengals in Super Bowl XXIII, with Joe Montana delivering the game-winning 10-yard touchdown pass to John Taylor in the final minute of regulation. Bill Walsh subsequently announced his retirement, turning over control of the team to his defensive coordinator and handpicked successor, George Seifert. In his 10 seasons as 49ers head coach, Walsh led the team to seven playoff appearances, six division titles, three Super Bowl wins, and an overall record of 92-59-1 in regular-season play.

On a mission to prove they had the ability to win without Walsh, the 49ers performed magnificently in 1989, going 14-2 during the regular season, before outscoring the Vikings and Rams by a combined margin of 71–16 in the playoffs. The Niners then won their fourth NFL championship by routing the Denver Broncos by a score of 55–10 in Super Bowl XXIV, with Joe Montana’s five touchdown passes earning him game MVP honors for the third and final time.

The driving force behind San Francisco’s first four Super Bowl championships, Montana established himself as the finest quarterback of his era, displaying an ability to excel under pressure that few others have ever even approached. Yet, as great as Montana proved to be, he received a considerable amount of help from his teammates, with Ronnie Lott, Dwight Hicks, Eric Wright, Charles Haley, and Keena Turner all excelling on defense, and Roger Craig, Brent Jones, Dwight Clark, and Jerry Rice starring on the offensive side of the ball. Rice, in fact, contributed nearly as much to the success of the 49ers as did Montana, with his extraordinary skill set making him easily the league’s most lethal wide receiver.

Hoping to “three-peat,” the 49ers once again compiled a regular-season record of 14-2 in 1990. However, after disposing of the Washington Redskins in the divisional round of the playoffs, they suffered a heartbreaking 15–13 defeat at the hands of the Giants in the NFC championship game, losing the contest on a 42-yard field goal by Matt Bahr as time expired.

The 49ers’ loss to the Giants ended up having a profound impact on the organization. With Joe Montana having sustained a serious injury during the latter stages of the contest, he had to sit out the entire 1991 campaign, allowing Steve Young to assert himself as the team’s new signal-caller. A quarterback controversy subsequently developed upon Montana’s return to the team the following year, resulting in the four-time Super Bowl champion requesting a trade to another team. Prior to dealing Montana to the Kansas City Chiefs, though, the 49ers allowed Ronnie Lott and Roger Craig to leave via Plan B free agency, stripping away much of the heart and soul of the team.

Yet, even with all the changes, the 49ers remained perennial contenders in the NFC the next several years, advancing to the playoffs seven times between 1991 and 1998, while making four conference championship game appearances. After failing to make the playoffs for the first time in nine years in 1991 despite finishing the regular season with a record of 10-6, the 49ers won four straight division titles and advanced to the NFC championship game three consecutive times, losing to Dallas in both 1992 and 1993, before finally defeating the Cowboys by a score of 38–28 in 1994. The Niners then posted a convincing 49–26 victory over the San Diego Chargers in Super Bowl XXIX, with Steve Young’s record-setting six TD passes earning him game MVP honors.

Certainly, the free-agent acquisitions of veterans Ken Norton Jr., Rickey Jackson, Bart Oates, Richard Dent, Charles Mann, and Deion Sanders, who earned NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors, contributed greatly to the success the 49ers experienced during their championship campaign of 1994. But the combination of Steve Young and Jerry Rice proved to be too much for opposing teams to handle, with Young’s 3,969 passing yards and league-leading 35 touchdown passes prompting the Associated Press to accord him NFL MVP honors and Rice’s 112 receptions and 1,499 receiving yards earning him his ninth consecutive trip to the Pro Bowl and eighth First-Team All-Pro nomination.

The 49ers advanced to the playoffs in each of the next two seasons as well, although they ended up losing to the Green Bay Packers in the divisional round of the postseason tournament both times. Choosing to announce his retirement following the conclusion of the 1996 campaign, George Seifert left behind a legacy as head coach that included six division titles, one Super Bowl win, and an overall record of 98-30. Seifert also helped oversee the development of outstanding young players such as Terrell Owens, Bryant Young, Dana Stubblefield, and Merton Hanks during his time in San Francisco.

Moving expeditiously to replace Seifert, the 49ers immediately hired former University of California head coach Steve Mariucci, who had only one year of previous head-coaching experience at any level. Proving to be an excellent choice, Mariucci led the 49ers to four playoff appearances and two division titles between 1997 and 2002, a period during which a series of lawsuits over control of the family’s vast holdings forced Eddie DeBartolo Jr. to surrender controlling interest of the team to his sister, Denise, and her husband, Dr. John York, with Denise becoming chairwoman of the board and John assuming the role of CEO. Meanwhile, on the playing field, after finishing the 1997 regular season with a record of 13-3, the 49ers posted a convincing 38–22 win over Minnesota in the opening round of the post-season tournament, before losing to the Packers by a score of 23–10 in the NFC championship game. Returning to the playoffs the following year, the 49ers once again faced the Packers, this time in the wild card round. However, unlike the previous three playoff meetings between the two teams, the 49ers emerged victorious, winning the game in dramatic fashion by a score of 30–27 on a 25-yard touchdown pass from Steve Young to Terrell Owens in the closing moments. One week later, though, the 49ers suffered a 20–18 defeat at the hands of the Super Bowl–bound Atlanta Falcons.

The 49ers subsequently got off to a fast start in 1999, winning three of their first four games, before a concussion sustained by Steve Young during a 24–10 victory over the Arizona Cardinals convinced him to announce his retirement. Struggling without their leader the rest of the year, the 49ers won just one of their remaining 12 contests, giving them their first losing season since they finished 3-6 during the strike-shortened 1982 campaign. Former CFL star Jeff Garcia took over behind center full-time the following year and performed well. But a porous defense relegated the 49ers to a record of 6-10 and their second consecutive fourth-place finish in the NFC West.

With Garcia, Terrell Owens, and star running back Garrison Hearst leading the way, the 49ers made the playoffs in both 2001 and 2002, compiling an overall record of 22-10 over the course of those two seasons. But they failed to advance beyond the divisional round of the postseason tournament both years, losing in the wild card round to the Packers by a score of 25–15 in 2001, before suffering a 31–6 defeat at the hands of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in the divisional round the following year, just one week after mounting a miraculous fourth-quarter comeback against the Giants that resulted in a 39–38 victory.

The first few years of the 21st century ushered in several changes in San Francisco, with the first of those being the addition of two new divisional foes following the NFL’s realignment prior to the start of the 2002 season. The Seattle Seahawks and Arizona Cardinals joined the 49ers and Rams in the NFC West, while the Atlanta Falcons, New Orleans Saints, and Carolina Panthers moved to the newly formed NFC South. Meanwhile, the 49ers fired head coach Steve Mariucci on January 15, 2003, after he reportedly lost a power struggle with general manager Terry Donahue, contributing to a dismal eight-year stretch during which the Niners failed to post a winning record as Dennis Erickson (2003–2004), Mike Nolan (2005–2008), Mike Singletary (2008–2010), and Jim Tomsula (2010) took turns coaching the team.

The hiring of former Stanford University head coach Jim Harbaugh by new general manager Trent Baalke in 2011 brought a level of stability to the organization that it had been lacking for nearly a decade. And, with the consistently excellent running of Frank Gore and a swarming defense that featured end Justin Smith and standout linebackers Patrick Willis and NaVorro Bowman, the 49ers once again emerged as an elite team, appearing in three consecutive NFC championship games and one Super Bowl between 2011 and 2013. After losing to the Giants in overtime by a score of 20–17 in the 2011 NFC title tilt, the 49ers earned their sixth trip to the Super Bowl the following year by posting victories over the Packers (45–31) and Falcons (28–24) in the playoffs. However, they came up just a bit short against the Baltimore Ravens in Super Bowl XLVII, losing to their AFC counterparts by a score of 34–31. Returning to the championship game in 2013 after defeating the Packers (23–20) and Panthers (23–10) in the first two rounds of the playoffs, the 49ers lost to the eventual Super Bowl champion Seattle Seahawks by a score of 23–17, ending their three-year run as one of the NFL’s foremost teams.

The 2013 campaign marked the end of another era in San Francisco, since the 49ers christened brand new Levi’s Stadium the following year, ending in the process a 43-year stint during which they played their home games at Candlestick Park. Located some 40 miles south of San Francisco, in Santa Clara, Levi’s Stadium is named for Levi Strauss & Co., which purchased its naming rights in 2013. Designed as an open stadium with a natural grass field, it has a seating capacity of 68,500.

Jim Harbaugh remained in San Francisco for one more year, before he and the 49ers agreed to part ways after the 49ers finished 8-8 in 2014. The 49ers subsequently suffered through two horrific campaigns, posting an overall record of just 7-25 under head coaches Jim Tomsula and Chip Kelly in 2015 and 2016, prompting team president Jed York, the oldest son of John York and Denise DeBartolo York, to clean house. After firing Kelly and general manager Trent Baalke, York replaced Kelly with former Atlanta Falcons offensive coordinator Kyle Shanahan and Baalke with former NFL standout John Lynch, who had spent the previous few seasons working as a color commentator for the NFL on Fox. Although the 49ers continued to struggle their first two seasons under the new management team, winning a total of just 10 games from 2017 to 2018, strong coaching by Shanahan and several wise moves made by Lynch, including the free agent signing of quarterback Jimmy Garoppolo and the drafting of talented players such as tight end George Kittle, defensive end Nick Bosa, and wide receiver Deebo Samuel, eventually restored the organization to prominence. After finishing first in the NFC West with a regular season record of 13-3 in 2019, the 49ers posted impressive wins over Minnesota and Green Bay in the playoffs, defeating the Vikings by a score of 27–10, before recording a resounding 37–20 victory over the Packers in the NFC championship game. The Niners then gave the Chiefs all they could handle in Super Bowl LIV, holding a 20–10 lead through three quarters, before Kansas City scored 21 unanswered points in the final period to come away with a 31–20 victory.

Decimated by injuries in 2020, the 49ers failed to earn a playoff berth, finishing the regular season with a record of just 6-10. But a return to full health by standout performers such as Kittle, Bosa, and Samuel in 2021 should enable the 49ers to mount a serious challenge for the division title, which would be their 21st. The 49ers have also won seven conference championships and five Super Bowls, which ties them with the Cowboys for third all-time, with only the Patriots (7) and Steelers (6) having won more. Meanwhile, the 49ers have made more NFC championship game appearances (16) than any other team. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the 49ers have inducted 22 players into their Hall of Fame, 12 of whom have had their numbers retired by the team. Meanwhile, 24 members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season in San Francisco, with 14 of those men wearing a 49ers uniform during many of their peak seasons.




FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the San Francisco 49ers 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 Joe Montana, Jerry Rice, Steve Young, Ronnie Lott, Leo Nomellini, and Jimmy Johnson would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a 49ers uniform, with Joe Perry, Bob St. Clair, John Brodie, and Roger Craig heading the list of other 49ers 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 linemen such as Leo Nomellini and Bryant Young and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs such as Jimmy Johnson and Ronnie Lott? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions of Hall of Fame lineman Bob St. Clair and skill position players such as Jerry Rice and Joe Perry? After initially deciding whom 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 with the 49ers. How often did he lead the league 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 49ers uniform. I reviewed where he ranks 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 (although the 49ers kept their own records prior to that). 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, rules changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably over the course of the last 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 and linebackers are allowed to make with wide receivers and tight ends. 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 Jeff Garcia compiled during his career in their proper context when comparing him to earlier 49ers quarterbacks such as Y. A. Tittle and John Brodie. Similarly, the statistics posted by Terrell Owens, Vernon Davis, and George Kittle must be viewed in moderation when comparing them to previous 49ers pass-catchers Gene Washington, Dwight Clark, and Brent Jones.

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 San Francisco, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the 49ers won during a player’s years with the team certainly factored into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in San Francisco happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Hugh McElhenny and Kermit Alexander will appear in these rankings.

One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the 49ers when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of exceptional players such as Charles Haley and Ken Norton Jr., both of whom had many of their finest seasons for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of Hall of Famers Randy Moss and Chris Doleman are nowhere to be found.

Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, the time has come to reveal the 50 greatest players in 49ers history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.







1
— JERRY RICE —

Despite the greatness of Ronnie Lott and Steve Young, the choice for the number one position in these rankings ultimately came down to either Jerry Rice or Joe Montana. On virtually any other team, Montana would be a lock for the top spot. A two-time NFL MVP who served as the unquestioned leader of 49er teams that won nine division titles and four Super Bowls, Montana can boast an extremely impressive list of credentials that also includes seven Pro Bowl selections, five All-Pro nominations, three Super Bowl MVPs, and a number four ranking on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History. But Rice finished three spots ahead of his longtime teammate on that same list, earned 12 Pro Bowl selections and 10 All-Pro nominations, gained NFL Player of the Year recognition once and NFL Offensive Player of the Year recognition twice, and played for 49er teams that won 10 division titles and three Super Bowls. Furthermore, after Montana left San Francisco, Rice continued to star at wideout for the 49ers for another eight years, performing equally well while teaming up with Steve Young. And finally, while Montana’s name invariably comes up in any conversation regarding the greatest quarterback in NFL history, Rice is the unquestioned king of wide receivers, with many of the finest players who ever manned that position ceding that title to him. As a result, “Joe Cool” must settle for a very close second-place finish behind Rice, who many people consider to be the greatest player in the history of the game.

The NFL’s all-time leader in every major pass-receiving category, Jerry Rice spent 16 seasons excelling for the 49ers at wide receiver, surpassing 80 receptions 10 times and 1,000 receiving yards on 12 separate occasions. Establishing himself as the game’s ultimate offensive weapon during his time in San Francisco, Rice scored more touchdowns, amassed more yards from scrimmage, and accumulated more all-purpose yards than any other player in league history, prompting Ronnie Lott to once say, “Without a doubt—hands down—Jerry Rice is the best receiver to play in the National



[image: Jerry Rice is widely considered to be the greatest wide receiver in NFL history. Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos]
Jerry Rice is widely considered to be the greatest wide receiver in NFL history. Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos



Football League.” One of the few players to earn a spot on the NFL All-Decade Team for two distinct 10-year periods, Rice received the additional honors of being named to the NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019, having his #80 retired by the 49ers, and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his very first year of eligibility.

Born in Starkville, Mississippi, on October 13, 1962, Jerry Lee Rice grew up some 20 miles southeast, in the town of Crawford, where he spent the hot summer months assisting his father in his bricklaying business, saying years later, “It taught me the meaning of hard work.” Developing into an outstanding all-around athlete at B.L. Moor High School in nearby Oktoc, Rice excelled in football, basketball, and track and field, beginning his career on the gridiron as a sophomore after being discovered by the school’s principal sprinting away to avoid being reprimanded for truancy.

Offered an athletic scholarship to Mississippi Valley State University, a historically black college located in the Leflore County city of Itta Bena, Rice spent three years starring at wide receiver in head coach Archie Cooley’s spread offense, setting 18 Division I-AA records. After making 66 receptions for 1,133 yards and seven touchdowns as a sophomore, Rice earned Division I-AA All-America honors his junior year by establishing new NCAA marks for most receptions (102) and receiving yards (1,450), with his 24 catches against Louisiana’s Southern University also setting a single-game NCAA record. Rice followed that up by making 112 receptions and amassing 1,845 receiving yards in his senior year, with his 27 TD catches setting a new single-season NCAA record for all divisions. Named to every Division I-AA All-America team, Rice finished his college career with 301 receptions, 4,693 receiving yards, and 50 touchdowns, with his ability to catch anything near him earning him the nickname “World.”

Yet, despite the extraordinary numbers that Rice compiled at Mississippi Valley State, some pro scouts remained uncertain about his ability to excel at the next level heading into the 1985 NFL Draft due to his small-college background. The 49ers, though, had no such doubts, trading their first two picks to the New England Patriots for the right to select him with the 16th overall pick after learning that the Dallas Cowboys also had him high on their board. Commenting on the selection of Rice, 49ers head coach Bill Walsh stated, “I thought Jerry would be picked in the first five selections in the draft. But, as we talked to our colleagues in the NFL, somehow, some way, he had run a 4.6 40 [yard dash] at the scouting combine. So, he had been downgraded. It was easy for scouts to dismiss Jerry because of his time. Because, otherwise, they would have had to project a player from Mississippi Valley State as a major NFL contributor, and that’s a tough one to sell to management and coaches. This way, they could deflect the idea by saying, ‘Well, it’s a small college, and he has a slow time.’”

Coming from a tiny town with fewer than 1,000 people, Rice experienced a great deal of uneasiness upon his arrival in San Francisco, recalling, “I’m coming to this big city, and there’s nobody that I know. I wanted to turn around and go back on the plane, go back home.”

Adding to Rice’s anxiety, he got off to an extremely slow start on the football field, acquiring the nickname “Butterfingers” before long due to his inability to hold onto the football. Looking back at his early struggles, Rice remembered, “Oh man, there were many games where I just went in and cried. I cried because I had always been able to catch a football and make a play, and now I was dropping footballs, and I just couldn’t pinpoint what was going on.”

The turning point of Rice’s rookie campaign finally came on December 9, when he gathered in 10 passes for 241 yards and one touchdown during a 27–20 loss to the Los Angeles Rams, with Rice later saying, “When it was all over, I knew I could play professional football.”

His confidence buoyed by his outstanding performance against the Rams, Rice ended up making 49 receptions for 927 yards and four touch-downs his first year in the league, earning in the process NFC Offensive Rookie of the Year honors. Rice followed that up by beginning an amazing 11-year run during which he posted the following numbers:





	YEAR
	RECS
	REC YDS
	TD RECS
	TDS





	1986
	86
	1,570*
	15
	16



	1987
	65
	1,078
	22
	23



	1988
	64
	1,306
	9
	10



	1989
	82
	1,483
	17
	17



	1990
	100
	1,502
	13
	13



	1991
	80
	1,206
	14
	14



	1992
	84
	1,201
	10
	11



	1993
	98
	1,503
	15
	16



	1994
	112
	1,499
	13
	15



	1995
	122
	1,848
	15
	16



	1996
	108
	1,254
	8
	9








* Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the NFL in that statistical category that year.





Establishing himself as the most prolific wide receiver in the game, Rice consistently ranked among the NFL leaders in all four categories, finishing either first or second in the league in receptions six times, receiving yards eight times, TD catches seven times, and touchdowns six times. Named NFL Player of the Year in 1987, Rice set a new league record (since broken) by scoring 23 touchdowns, doing so in only 12 games due to the players’ strike. Rice also surpassed 100 receptions and 1,500 receiving yards four times each, with his 122 catches and 1,848 receiving yards in 1995 both setting single-season franchise records that still stand. Named NFL Offensive Player of the Year for the second time in 1993, Rice also earned Pro Bowl honors each season and 10 First-Team All-Pro selections, with his magnificent play helping the 49ers win nine division titles and three Super Bowls.

Although the 6'2", 200-pound Rice had good size and speed, he was neither the strongest nor the fastest wide receiver in the league. Nevertheless, he proved to be extremely difficult to bring down in the open field, with Joe Montana saying, “Jerry has the ability to turn a short pass into a long gain very easily. He has great ‘going from zero to full speed’ speed. You don’t see him being caught from behind by guys who are faster than him.”

Addressing his ability to run with the football after the catch, Rice said, “So many receivers, once they catch the football they just fall down. But, with me, once I catch the football, I feel that the excitement is just starting. So, somehow, I’m gonna try to keep my balance and try to get into the end zone.”

Steve Young discussed his former teammate’s ability to break away from opposing defenders, stating, “Jerry got faster in uniform. He carried the equipment better than anyone who has ever played. On the street he might not be the fastest, but on the field, he was faster than everybody.”

Blessed with a unique ability to create separation between himself and his defender, Rice also excelled as a route-runner, with former NFL head coach Dennis Green calling him “the best route-runner I’ve ever seen.”

Steve Young agreed with Green’s assessment, saying, “Jerry was a supreme route-runner. The way he moved was somehow predictable, and he really made it easy for me to throw the football. He was just so consistent in his motion and movement that I always knew where he was going to be.. . . And he was a star. He rose to every occasion. The bigger the moment, the better he played.”

Jon Gruden, who served as Rice’s head coach in Oakland for three years, expressed similar sentiments when he said, “His best football was played in the two-minute drill. Late in the game, most of the guys get a little tired. Not this guy…. When the games got bigger and the situations got tighter, Jerry Rice played his best football.”

Gruden further praised Rice by stating, “He is the most dominant player at his position that I’ve ever seen. You could not cover him. He could beat double coverage. You could put man-to-man with help over the top. However you want to try to defend him, he can beat any coverage. He can take a short pass to the house. Probably the greatest receiver after the catch. I don’t know how many yards this guy made throughout his career after the catch, but it was a lot because I charted it for three years.”

Joe Montana discussed the challenge that covering Rice presented to opposing defenders when he said, “I watch the league all the time, and there’s no one who compares to his consistency, and the first thing is catching the football. He was just so good, and then John Taylor came along and made it hard for teams to double Jerry. And I can tell you, it’s impossible to cover Jerry Rice one-on-one. Jerry got to the post more than anyone in history.. . . Somehow, he always got behind the safety. I don’t know how he did it, but I was happy he did.”

Revealing that he dreaded going up against Rice, Hall of Fame cornerback Deion Sanders claimed, “I couldn’t sleep at all the night before playing him.”

An outstanding blocker as well, Rice excelled at every aspect of wide receiver play. Yet, Rice’s most special qualities may well have been his tremendous desire, determination, and dedication to his profession, with his grueling workout regimen that included running up a long and steep hill in Edgewood County Park and Natural Preserve nearly every day becoming the stuff of legend.

In discussing Rice’s incorporation of “The Hill” into his daily exercise routine, Jon Gruden recalled, “We sent some guys with him to work out a couple of times and they’d come back saying, ‘That man’s crazy! He’s running up and down hills.’ You cannot imagine this guy’s stamina.”

Steve Mariucci also expressed amazement over Rice’s incredible endurance, saying, “He would come out 45 minutes early. Sometimes he would work on covering kicks, returning punts, doing this, stretching, working on stance and starts, and catching. Then, after practice, he would be out there running gassers.. . . I once asked him why he worked so hard and he said, ‘I want to be stronger at the end of the game than the guy I’m playing against.’”

Commenting on Rice’s desire to perform at the highest level possible, Eddie DeBartolo stated, “I’ve never seen a player more driven or willing to work harder to become the greatest of all time. His perfectionism was evident in everything he did, in the way he carried himself both on and off the field.”

Ronnie Lott claimed, “He always had that fire inside of him. If you doubted it, he wanted to destroy you. He wanted to show you that he was better than anybody that ever played.. . . Jerry was so explosive off the line and had the ability to always finish plays like no one else before or after. One thing he had was an insatiable appetite to get an edge and be the best.”

In describing his mindset, Rice said, “Fear of failure pushed me. If I had a year where I had over 1,000 yards and 90 catches, I felt like I had to have a better year the next season.. . . I had that hunger, that desire, to be successful, and I wasn’t going to let anything stand in my way.”

Rice’s determination and tremendous conditioning enabled him to appear in 189 consecutive non-strike games from 1985 to 1996, before he suffered a torn anterior cruciate and medial collateral ligament in his left knee in the opening game of the 1997 regular season that forced him to miss the next 13 contests. Returning to action much sooner than expected, Rice scored a touchdown during a 34–17 victory over the Denver Broncos in Week 16. But, when he came down with the catch, he cracked the patella in his left kneecap, sidelining him for the remainder of the year.

Healthy again by the start of the 1998 campaign, Rice earned his 12th trip to the Pro Bowl by making 82 receptions for 1,157 yards and nine touchdowns. Continuing to perform well over the course of the next two seasons, Rice totaled 142 receptions, 1,635 receiving yards, and 12 touch-downs, before the emergence of Terrell Owens and a desire to rebuild following consecutive losing seasons prompted the 49ers to allow him to enter free agency at the end of 2000. Signing with the Oakland Raiders, Rice left San Francisco with career totals of 1,281 receptions, 19,247 receiving yards, 19,872 yards from scrimmage, 176 TD catches, and 187 touchdowns, all of which represent franchise records. Rice also appeared in more games (238) and scored more points (1,130) than anyone else in team annals.

Rice ended up spending three full seasons in Oakland, surpassing 1,000 receiving yards twice and earning the last of his 13 Pro Bowl nominations in 2002, before splitting the 2004 campaign between the Raiders and Seattle Seahawks. Announcing his retirement at the end of the year, Rice left the game with a long list of NFL records that includes most receptions (1,549), receiving yards (22,895), TD catches (197), touchdowns (208), yards from scrimmage (23,540), and all-purpose yards (23,546). Rice later signed a one-day contract with the 49ers on August 24, 2006, that enabled him to officially call it quits as a member of the team. The 49ers later retired his jersey #80 during halftime of a game against the New Orleans Saints on September 20, 2010. Since retiring as an active player, Rice has spent much of his time playing golf. He has also appeared on several TV commercials.

Widely considered to be the most dominant player ever to man his position, Rice has drawn praise from many of the game’s most accomplished wideouts, with both Michael Irvin and Terrell Owens calling him “the greatest receiver of all time.” George Seifert took it one step further, saying of Rice, “He may have been the greatest football player of all time.”

Former 49ers teammate Steve Wallace expressed similar sentiments when he stated, “Having played with great quarterbacks in Joe Montana and Steve Young, this guy is on planet Pluto. He’s beyond the Pro Bowl and Hall of Fame. He’s the only guy that dominated a position so far beyond anyone else.”

Jon Gruden agreed, saying, “He did it for two decades. If you look at his statistics, where he is, and where the number 2, 3, and 4 guys are, it’s amazing what he accomplished. He’s a work of art.”


49ERS CAREER HIGHLIGHTS


Best Season

There are so many great seasons from which to choose, with the 1987 and 1995 campaigns heading the list. In addition to catching 65 passes and amassing 1,078 receiving yards in 1987, Rice set a new single-season NFL record by making 22 touchdown receptions, with his fabulous performance earning him NFL Player of the Year honors. However, Rice posted better overall numbers in 1995, when he scored 16 touchdowns and established single-season franchise records with 122 receptions and 1,848 receiving yards.




Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Rice scored his first touchdown as a pro when he caught a 25-yard pass from Joe Montana during a 38–17 win over Atlanta on October 6, 1985.

Rice had his breakout game on December 9, 1985, earning NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors for the first of 12 times by making 10 receptions for 241 yards and one TD during a 27–20 Monday night loss to the Rams, with his TD coming on a 66-yard connection with Montana.

Rice helped lead the 49ers to a 35–14 win over the Indianapolis Colts on October 5, 1986, by making six receptions for 172 yards and three touchdowns, which came on hookups of 45, 16, and 58 yards with Jeff Kemp.

Rice contributed to a 43–17 victory over the St. Louis Cardinals on November 9, 1986, by making four receptions for 156 yards and three touchdowns, collaborating with Joe Montana on scoring plays that covered 45, 40, and 44 yards.

Although the 49ers lost to the Washington Redskins 14–6 on November 17, 1986, Rice earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors by making 12 receptions for 204 yards.

Rice gave the 49ers a dramatic 27–26 victory over the Cincinnati Bengals on September 20, 1987, by gathering in a 25-yard touchdown pass from Joe Montana on the game’s final play.

Rice proved to be the difference in a 24–10 win over Tampa Bay on November 22, 1987, scoring all three 49ers touchdowns on passes from Joe Montana, with his seven catches, 103 receiving yards, and three TDs gaining him recognition once again as NFC Offensive Player of the Week.

Rice followed that up by making seven receptions for 126 yards and three touchdowns during a 38–24 win over Cleveland on November 29, 1987, with one of his TD catches covering 30 yards.

Rice gave the 49ers a 20–17 win over the Giants on September 11, 1988, by collaborating with Joe Montana on a 78-yard scoring play in the fourth quarter. He finished the game with four catches for 109 yards and that one TD.

Rice helped lead the 49ers to a lopsided 38–7 victory over Seattle on September 25, 1988, by making six receptions for 163 yards and three TDs, two of which went for more than 60 yards.

Rice earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors by making six receptions for 171 yards and two touchdowns during a 48–10 win over the San Diego Chargers on November 27, 1988, with one of his TDs coming on a career-long 96-yard connection with Joe Montana.

Rice helped the 49ers begin the 1989 campaign on a positive note by making six receptions for 163 yards and one touchdown during a 30–24 win over the Colts in the regular-season opener, with his 58-yard fourth-quarter TD connection with Montana providing the margin of victory.

Rice’s eight receptions for 171 yards and one TD during a 19–13 win over Atlanta on September 23, 1990, gained him recognition as NFC Offensive Player of the Week for the fifth time.

Rice torched the Atlanta defensive secondary once again on October 14, 1990, making 13 receptions for 225 yards and five touchdowns during a 45–35 49ers win, with his five TDs and 30 points scored both setting single-game franchise records.

Rice helped lead the 49ers to a 24–20 victory over the Packers on November 4, 1990, by making six receptions for 187 yards and one touch-down, which came on a 64-yard pass from Joe Montana in the fourth quarter that provided the winning margin.

Rice starred during a 34–14 win over the Chargers on September 8, 1991, making nine receptions for 150 yards and two TDs, which came on hookups of 32 and 70 yards with Steve Young.

Rice earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors by catching seven passes, amassing 183 receiving yards, and scoring three touchdowns during a 56–17 rout of Atlanta on October 18, 1992, with one of his TDs coming on a 25-yard run and the other two on connections with Steve Young that covered 80 and 40 yards.

Rice earned that distinction again by making eight receptions for 172 yards and four touchdowns during a 45–21 win over Tampa Bay on November 14, 1993, with the longest of his TDs coming on a 51-yard pass from Young.

Rice led the 49ers to a convincing 44–14 victory over the Raiders in the opening game of the 1994 regular season by making seven receptions for 169 yards and scoring three touchdowns, one of which came on a 23-yard run, and the other two on receptions of 69 and 38 yards.

Rice gained recognition as NFC Offensive Player of the Week by making a career-high 16 receptions for 165 yards and three touchdowns during a 31–27 win over the Rams on November 20, 1994, with his 18-yard TD grab with just over two minutes remaining in the final period providing the margin of victory.

Rice contributed to a 41–10 win over Atlanta on September 10, 1995, by catching 11 passes for 167 yards and two touchdowns, the longest of which covered 29 yards.

Rice earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors for the 12th and final time by making 14 receptions for 289 yards and three TDs during a 37–30 win over Minnesota on December 18, 1995, with his 289 receiving yards setting a single-game franchise record that still stands.

An outstanding postseason performer throughout his career, Rice first exhibited his ability to excel under pressure in the divisional round of the 1988 playoffs, when he made three touchdown receptions during a 34–9 win over the Vikings.

Rising to the occasion once again in the 1988 NFC championship game, Rice made five receptions for 133 yards and two touchdowns during a 28–3 victory over the Bears, with his TDs coming on passes of 61 and 27 yards from Joe Montana.

Rice subsequently earned game MVP honors in Super Bowl XXIII by making 11 receptions for 215 yards and one touchdown during a 20–16 win over Cincinnati, with his TD coming on a 14-yard connection with Montana that tied the score at 13–13 early in the fourth quarter.

Rice also starred in Super Bowls XXIV and XXIX, leading the 49ers to a 55–10 rout of Denver in the first of those contests by making seven receptions for 148 yards and three touchdowns, before contributing to a 49–26 victory over San Diego five years later by making 10 receptions for 149 yards and three TDs, the longest of which covered 44 yards.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 100 receptions four times, catching at least 80 passes on six other occasions.

	Surpassed 1,000 receiving yards 12 times, topping 1,500 yards on four occasions.

	Scored at least 10 touchdowns 10 times.

	Scored more than 100 points three times.

	Averaged more than 20 yards per reception once.

	Led NFL in receptions twice, receiving yards six times, touchdown receptions six times, touchdowns twice, and points scored once.

	Finished second in NFL in receptions four times, receiving yards twice, touchdown receptions once, and touchdowns four times.

	Led 49ers in receptions 11 times and receiving yards 13 times.

	Holds 49ers single-game records for most receiving yards (289), touch-downs scored (5), and points scored (30).

	Holds 49ers single-season records for most receptions (122 in 1995), receiving yards (1,848 in 1995), touchdown receptions (22 in 1987), and touchdowns scored (23 in 1987).

	Holds 49ers career records for most games played (238), receptions (1,281), receiving yards (19,247), touchdown receptions (176), touch-downs (187), points scored (1,130), yards from scrimmage (19,872), and all-purpose yards (19,878).

	Tied for second in franchise history in seasons played (16).

	Holds NFL career records for most receptions (1,549), receiving yards (22,895), touchdown receptions (197), touchdowns (208), yards from scrimmage (23,540), and all-purpose yards (23,546).

	
10-time division champion (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, and 1997).

	Three-time NFC champion (1988, 1989, and 1994).

	Three-time Super Bowl champion (XXIII, XXIV, and XXIX).

	12-time NFC Offensive Player of the Week.

	November 1986 NFC Offensive Player of the Month.

	Member of 1985 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	1985 NFC Offensive Rookie of the Year.

	Super Bowl XXIII MVP.

	1987 Newspaper Enterprise Association (NEA) NFL MVP.

	1987 Bert Bell Award winner as NFL Player of the Year.

	Two-time NFL Offensive Player of the Year (1987 and 1993).

	12-time Pro Bowl selection (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1998).

	10-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, and 1996).

	11-time First-Team All-NFC selection (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, and 1996).

	Pro Football Reference All-1990s First Team.

	NFL 1980s All-Decade First Team.

	NFL 1990s All-Decade First Team.

	Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary All-Time Team in 1994.

	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	Number two on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	Number one on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	#80 retired by 49ers.

	Inducted into 49ers Hall of Fame in 2010.

	Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2010.











2
— JOE MONTANA; —

Having fallen just short of earning the top spot on this list, Joe Montana lays claim to the number two position, finishing just ahead of Ronnie Lott and Steve Young. The holder of virtually every 49ers’ career passing record, Montana is generally considered to be one of the two or three greatest quarterbacks ever to play the game. The NFL’s all-time leader in passer rating and pass-completion percentage at the time of his retirement, Montana led the league in each of those categories on multiple occasions, while also topping the circuit in touchdown passes twice. One of only two quarterbacks in NFL history to win as many as four Super Bowls and not lose any, Montana led the 49ers to nine division titles and four league championships, earning in the process numerous individual accolades that included seven Pro Bowl selections, five All-Pro nominations, and two NFL MVP awards. Further honored following the conclusion of his playing career, Montana later received the additional distinctions of being named to the NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019, being accorded a top-five ranking on both the Sporting News’ and the NFL Network’s respective lists of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, having his #16 retired by the 49ers, and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Born in the Washington County borough of New Eagle, Pennsylvania, on June 11, 1956, Joseph Clifford Montana Jr. grew up in nearby Monongahela, a coal mining town some 25 miles south of Pittsburgh. Displaying an affinity for sports at an early age, Montana began playing youth football at the age of eight, while also successfully competing in baseball and basketball. Continuing his athletic development at Ringgold High School, Montana starred in all three sports, proving to be especially proficient on the hardwood, where he earned All-State honors his senior year by leading Ringgold to the 1973 WPIAL Class AAA boys’ basketball championship. A standout in football as well, Montana spent his final two seasons starting for the Rams at quarterback, gaining All-America recognition from Parade magazine as a senior. After seriously considering attending North Carolina State University on a basketball scholarship, Montana ultimately chose to enroll at the University of Notre Dame, where he hoped to follow in the footsteps of his boyhood hero, quarterback Terry Hanratty.


[image: Joe Montana led the 49ers to four Super Bowl victories. Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos]
Joe Montana led the 49ers to four Super Bowl victories.

Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos



Montana subsequently spent most of his first two seasons at Notre Dame sitting on the bench, before missing his entire junior year with a separated shoulder. Returning to action in 1978, Montana began starting behind center during the early stages of the campaign, after which he went on to lead the Fighting Irish to an 11-1 record and the National Championship, with his extraordinary effort against Houston in the 1979 Cotton Bowl making him a legendary figure in school history. Playing on a frozen field in Dallas with winds gusting up to 30 miles an hour, a cut and bleeding Montana returned to the fray late in the third quarter after having spent all of halftime and most of the third period being treated for hypothermia that left him with a body temperature of 96 degrees. Displaying tremendous resolve, Montana led the Fighting Irish on three fourth-quarter scoring drives that gave them a 35–34 victory in a game they trailed by 22 points heading into the final period, completing his final TD pass as time expired.

Yet, despite his heroics at Notre Dame, Montana received mixed reviews heading into the 1979 NFL Draft, with many pro scouts questioning his arm strength. Bill Walsh, though, expressed no such reservations after the 49ers selected him in the third round, with the 82nd overall pick, saying at the time, “I can’t find any negatives about Joe Montana’s arm. Maybe the so-called experts can. People who say it’s only an average arm are mistaken. And they always will be. Because his delivery is not a flick of the wrist like Terry Bradshaw’s, they think it’s not strong. He throws on the run while avoiding a pass rush, and he does not have to be totally set.”

Following his arrival in San Francisco, Montana spent his rookie season serving as a backup to Steve DeBerg, starting just one game and completing only 13 of 23 pass attempts for a 49ers team that finished just 2-14. However, after assuming a similar role during the early stages of the ensuing campaign, Montana replaced DeBerg behind center, starting seven contests and finishing the year with 1,795 yards passing, 15 touchdown passes, 9 interceptions, and a league-leading 64.5 completion percentage. Assuming the mantle of leadership full-time in 1981, Montana began an exceptional five-year run during which he posted the following numbers:





	YEAR
	YDS PASSING
	TD PASSES
	INTS
	COHP %
	OBR





	1981
	3,565
	19
	12
	63.7
	88.4



	1982
	2,613
	17
	11
	61.6
	88.0



	1983
	3,910
	26
	12
	64.5
	94.6



	1984
	3,630
	28
	10
	64.6
	102.9



	1985
	3,653
	27
	13
	61.3
	91.3







Establishing himself as the finest all-around quarterback in the game during that time, Montana finished either first or second in the NFL in pass-completion percentage in four of those five seasons, while also consistently ranking among the league leaders in passing yards, touchdown passes, and passer rating, with his outstanding play earning him four trips to the Pro Bowl, two All-Pro nominations, and three All-NFC selections. More importantly, Montana led the 49ers to four playoff appearances, three division titles, and two NFL championships, earning game MVP honors in Super Bowls XVI and XIX.

A perfect fit for Bill Walsh’s West Coast Offense, the 6'2", 200-pound Montana excelled at getting the ball out quickly to his receivers and using the short passing game very much like the running game. Although Montana lacked a powerful throwing arm, he possessed perfect timing, the ability to read defenses quickly, excellent mobility, outstanding pocket presence, and tremendous accuracy on his passes, making him extremely effective at delivering the ball to his receivers on routes of the short and intermediate variety.

In discussing his former teammate, Charles Haley said, “I always thought he had the weakest arm in the world because every pass was so soft. He never threw hard. Everything was timed. He read things so fast; he was so smart. He controlled everything on offense. He got it done; he was a doer.”

Assessing his own strengths at one point during his career, Montana stated, “What I have is recognition. The ability to see everything on the field. Position the other team to death. Keep the ball alive and keep it moving forward. Then, at the right moment, knock them on their ass; Own the field.”

Describing the approach that he took to his craft years later, Montana said, “I wanted to play the game as more of a chess game. One move’s going to lead to another, and you’re not always going to get the king immediately.. . . Four yards here, five yards there, 10 yards there. It’s more wearing on a defense than one 70-yard touchdown. That was more my style than anything.”

Jerry Rice also shared his thoughts on what he considered to be some of his former teammate’s greatest assets when he said, “He could feel pressure, and he would get rid of that football. If he didn’t have the primary, it was the second or third receiver.. . . He knew exactly where everybody was going to be on that football field, and I think that’s really what made him the best quarterback. Plus, he was ‘Joe Cool.’”

Rice added, “Those little skinny legs that he had; they were so skinny—he didn’t have a calf. I’m like, ‘How can this guy move around like that?’ But, you know, the thing about him, he was elusive. You couldn’t catch him.”

Impressed with Montana’s ability to navigate the ball downfield, former 49ers quarterback Frankie Albert said in 1985, “I wasn’t bad as a scrambler or ball-handler, but, after watching Montana play, I don’t think I could carry that guy’s helmet. I’ve seen some great quarterbacks—Otto Graham, Bob Waterfield, Norm Van Brocklin—and I’d say Montana ranks with the top two or three to ever play the game. When things break down and people start to scatter, he’s at his best. He can get out of trouble and do things no other quarterback can do. He makes plays out of nothing. That’s a gift.”

Still, Montana’s greatest gift may well have been his ability to perform well under pressure. Blessed with tremendous poise, Montana never seemed flustered, inspiring confidence in his teammates with the calmness he displayed in the most stressful of situations. In discussing his teammate’s ability to block out external distractions, longtime 49ers offensive lineman Randy Cross stated, “He’s not so far into the game that he loses perspective. He’s rather detached. It’s like he’s able to do it in the third person.”

The master of late-game heroics, Montana led his team to 31 fourth-quarter come-from-behind victories over the course of his career, prompting Ronnie Lott to once say, “He’s like Indiana Jones. He can go up against odds, and he just believes in himself. He believes nothing can stop him. . . Joe finds a way to come out on top.”

Revealing the confidence that he had in his teammate, Jerry Rice stated, “You knew that when everything was on the line, if you had a minute left in the ballgame, Joe wouldn’t let us down.. . . Super Bowl XXIII, on the final drive, we were at ease because we had the best quarterback, and that was Joe Montana.”

Claiming that Montana also proved to be an outstanding teammate who never let the success he experienced go to his head, Rice recalled how the 49ers quarterback treated him when he first arrived in San Francisco, saying, “I had watched him on television. I had seen him make so many incredible plays and pull out so many last-minute victories. I was a little bit in awe.. . . I thought a guy of his status would be conceited, not give me the time of day. But it was the opposite. He was very relaxed and willing to talk to you and help you out in any way possible.”

After gaining Pro Bowl recognition for the third straight time in 1985, Montana missed the first half of the ensuing campaign with an injured back. Appearing somewhat frail upon his return to the team at midseason, Montana nevertheless led the 49ers to the division title and their fourth straight playoff appearance by compiling a 6-2 record in his eight starts, earning in the process NFL Comeback Player of the Year honors. However, the 49ers subsequently suffered a humiliating 49–3 defeat at the hands of the eventual Super Bowl champion New York Giants in the opening round of the postseason tournament, with Montana exiting the game shortly before halftime after being knocked unconscious by New York nose tackle Jim Burt.

Fully healthy by the start of the 1987 campaign, Montana ended up having one of his finest seasons, earning Pro Bowl honors and the first of his three First-Team All-Pro nominations by throwing for 3,054 yards and leading the NFL with 31 touchdown passes, a pass-completion percentage of 66.8, and a passer rating of 102.1. However, despite posting a league-best 13-2 record during the regular season, the 49ers once again exited the playoffs quickly, losing to the Minnesota Vikings by a score of 36–24 in their divisional round matchup.

Although neither the 49ers nor Montana performed as well during the 1988 regular season, with the team finishing 10-6 and Montana throwing for only 2,981 yards and 18 touchdowns, they both rose to the occasion in the playoffs, with the 49ers posting a 20–16 victory over Cincinnati in Super Bowl XXIII when Montana hit John Taylor with a 10-yard touch-down pass in the game’s closing moments. Repeating as NFL champions the following year, the 49ers concluded the regular season with a record of 14-2, before outscoring their three playoff opponents by a combined margin of 126–26. Meanwhile, despite missing three games due to injury, Montana passed for 3,521 yards, threw 26 touchdown passes, completed a league-leading 70.2 percent of his passes, and topped the circuit with a passer rating of 112.4, with his fabulous performance earning him Pro Bowl, First-Team All-Pro, and NFL MVP honors. Montana then capped off his brilliant year by throwing five touchdown passes during a 55–10 manhandling of Denver in Super Bowl XXIV, earning in the process game MVP honors for the third time.
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