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EDITOR’S LETTER

HEY often talk in  
the music industry 
about the ‘difficult’ 
second album and  
that has kind of 
been the case with 
Touchdown, which 
is back after you 
supported the  

first edition so well over the summer;  
huge thanks for that.

The focal point of this issue is 
the T50 – my list of the top players 
in the game today – and it has 
been a challenging project because 
the NFL is an ever-changing 
beast and old stars can fade just 
as quickly as new ones emerge. 
Losses of form can occur, injuries 
can strike or young stars can move 
into the upper echelons of the 
sport when least expected.

Nothing can be taken for 
granted in the NFL, which makes unveiling 
the T50 somewhat daunting. If your favourite 
player is not where you would like him to be 
or doesn’t make the cut, remember, it’s all 
just opinions and we’d love to read yours  
@touchdownmag!

Some of the biggest stars in the game have 
been dealt a harsh reminder that nothing 

can be assumed in the NFL in 2016.  
Reigning Defensive Player of the Year,  
JJ Watt, of the Houston Texans, is gone for 
the year with a back injury and has been 
joined on the long-term-hiatus list by some 
very good players, such as Minnesota 
running back Adrian Peterson, Buffalo wide 
receiver Sammy Watkins and San Francisco 
linebacker NaVorro Bowman.

Add in New England quarterback Tom 
Brady being suspended for four games at 
the start of the year and the fact that his 
favourite target, Rob Gronkowski, had an 
injury-affected opening month and you can 
see emphatically that the NFL is no respecter 
of reputations.

Touchdown 2 comes off the back 
of another three hugely successful 
International Series games in 
London – two at Wembley Stadium 
and a first at Twickenham.  
We examine the possibility of a 
London NFL franchise by speaking 
to some of the most powerful 
decision-makers in the sport.

My view is that the groundswell 
of support for a London franchise 
is too big and powerful to ignore 
and we will have a team we can 
proudly call our own within the 
next five or six years.

With outstanding fan support, 
pivotal government relationships in 
place and three world-class stadia 
fighting it out to host NFL games in 
London, this is no pipe dream.  
And when you factor in support 
from some of the most influential 
NFL owners such as Jerry Jones, of 
the Dallas Cowboys, and Robert 
Kraft, of the Patriots, it is looking 
good for London.

If a countdown of the 50 best 
players in the NFL and London 
franchise talk is not enough, 
Touchdown 2 brings you up close 
and personal with the likes of Odell 
Beckham Jnr, Todd Gurley and 
Andrew Luck.

Maybe this ‘difficult second album’ was  
not that hard to pull together after all.  T

The Touchdown editor outlines 
the challenges in ranking his top 
50 players in the NFL today and 
reveals what else we have to offer

The NFL is an ever-changing 
beast and old stars can 
fade just as quickly as  
new ones emerge”

Neil 
Reynolds

TOUCHDOWN EDITOR, 
NFL UK & SKY SPORTS

BEHOLD, 
THE T50

C o ver photos :  
B R A D  P E N N E R / U S A  T O DAY 

S P O R T S ,  T R E V O R  R U S Z KO W S K I /
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S  &  R I C H A R D 
M AC K S O N / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S

GONE BUT NOT 
FORGOTTEN:  
Watt is currently 
on the shelf

Ph o to :  E R I K  W I L L I A M S / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S

@TOUCHDOWNMAG @TOUCHDOWNMAGAZINE

l WATCH live NFL games every week during the 
season and post-season on Sky Sports, with coverage 
presented by Neil Reynolds.

l Highlights of all the best gridiron action can be 
found on BBC’s weekly The NFL Show.
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GUEST COLUMN

S someone who grew 
up in London and now 
works in the United 
Kingdom, I could not 
be happier with the 
growth of the National 
Football League on 
these shores.

I played in the very 
first International Series game in London 
and had a great week as my New York Giants 
defeated the Miami Dolphins to kickstart a 
run that didn’t end until we had beaten the 
New England Patriots in Super Bowl 43.

Ever since that rainy night at Wembley 
Stadium in 2007, the sport of American 
football has gone from strength to strength 
here. By the time I returned to play for the 
Atlanta Falcons in 2014 it was clear that the 
fanbase had grown, not only in numbers but 
in terms of their appreciation for the game.

British NFL fans are awesome in their 
enthusiasm for the sport and I take great 
pride in bringing them NFL highlights and 
analysis every week on the BBC. It should 
also be noted that the British fans are 
extremely knowledgeable and they 
know their NFL just as well as any 
supporter in the United States.

With the international growth 
of the league gathering pace and 
the prospect of a London franchise 
in the not-too-distant future, it is 
a fascinating time to be covering 
the NFL. And it must be a very 
exciting time to be a player as they 
have such incredible opportunities 
ahead of them.

The amateur game in the UK has 
gone from strength to strength and 
it is great to see so many young 
children experiencing this sport.

Earlier this year, more than 1,000 
schoolchildren took part in the NFL’s Summer 
Bowl tournament and that kind of activity 
is vital for bringing even more fans and, 
hopefully, future NFL players to the party.

And that final subject is very 
dear to my heart as I want to f 
ind even more European players 
who can star in the league 
alongside the likes of British 
running back Jay Ajayi, of the 
Miami Dolphins, and Minnesota 
Vikings’ German wide receiver 
Moritz Boehringer.

The future is bright for the NFL 
in the UK and I’m proud to be a 
part of it. Enjoy Touchdown  
Issue 2 written by my friend,  
Neil Reynolds, and enjoy the 
remainder of the 2016 NFL  
season!

A

The NFL has grown exponentially here

Osi 
Umenyiora

BRITAIN’S TWO-TIME 
SUPER BOWL WINNER 

WE’VE COME A LONG WAY
Ph o to :  S T E V E  M I T C H E L L / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S

British NFL fans  
are awesome in  
their enthusiasm  
for the sport”
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2016 IN PICTURES

A selection of this year’s 
notable images

NFL THROUGH 
THE LENS

IT’S THE PLAYOFFS AND PLAYERS REACT IN DIFFERENT WAYS 
Packers linebacker Nick Perry [above] celebrates sacking Washington’s Kirk Cousins. 
Vikings corner Terence Newman [right] ignores the cold ahead of their Seattle clash.

Photos :  G E O F F  B U R K E / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S ,  B R AC E  H E M M E L G A R N / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S  &  M A R K  J  R E B I L A S / U S A  T O FAY  S P O R T S

TOUGH 
CHARACTERS 
Titans tackle Taylor 
Lewan [left] jaws 
with field judge 
Buddy Horton  
while playing Miami.  
Odell Beckham Jnr 
[below far left], 
‘proposes’ to the 
kicking net after a 
score versus 
Baltimore. 
Dolphins passer 
Ryan Tannehill 
[below] leads his 
team to an upset 
over the Steelers.

Photos :  S T E V E  M I T C H E L L , 
B R A D  P E N N E R  &  
B R AC E  H E M M E L G A R N / 
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S



A SENSE OF 
OCCASION 
Minnesota 
quarterback Sam 
Bradford [above] 
gets ready to throw 
before a huge crowd 
during his team’s 
unbeaten start to the 
2016 season. 
Colts kicker  
Adam Vinatieri [left] 
can pretend he’s a 
rock star as he 
makes a smoke-filled 
entrance to their 
match versus 
Philadelphia. 

Photos :  B R AC E 
H E M M E L G A R N / U S A  T O DAY 
S P O R T S  &  B R I A N  S P U R L O C K /
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S

 LONDON CALLING TOUCHDOWNMAG.CO.UK 7



8 TOUCHDOWNMAG.CO.UK  INTERNATIONAL SERIES REVISITED

THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP

HE 2016 NFL 
International 
Series is in 
the history 
books and the 
three sold-out 
games played 
in London this 
season have 

no doubt left a lasting memory and 
whetted the appetite for even more 
contests in the UK in the coming years.

The Jacksonville Jaguars and New 
York Giants left London as winners, 
while the Cincinnati Bengals and 
Washington Redskins played out a 
rare tie.

There were plenty of memorable 
moments on and off the field.  
Fan events were a focal point of all 
three games and retired legends such 
as Indianapolis Colts tight end Dallas 
Clark, Los Angeles Rams defensive 
end Kevin Greene and Washington 
Redskins quarterback Joe Theismann 
graced the UK.

The continued success of the 
International Series prompted Colts 
owner Jim Irsay to state his desire for 
a London NFL team and that notion 
was strongly supported by Bengals 
star receiver AJ Green.

NFL Executive Vice-President 
International Mark Waller said:  
“The International Series is a great 
show. The fan demand is huge and 
that’s what is leading to more and 
more games in the UK.”

The exact venues and number 
of games for 2017 is still to be 
determined, but one contest already 
confirmed is the Miami Dolphins facing 
the New Orleans Saints. That game will 
see one of the greatest quarterbacks 
in NFL history in Drew Brees lead his 
team into battle against a Dolphins 
team sure to be led by outstanding 
British running back Jay Ajayi.

So as we look ahead with growing 
optimism, let’s spare a few moments 
to look back on yet another fantastic 
UK invasion.

T
We take 
a look at 

the latest 
International 

Series  
to enthral 

the UK

INTERNATIONAL SERIES REVISITED

 
 

F A NS  F E E D B ACK

THE SERIES WAS AMAZING. 
BREATHTAKING MATCHES. NEEDS 
TO BE LONGER. WANT AS MANY 

GAMES AS POSSIBLE OVER HERE.
CALLUM WRIGHT @CallumWright69

MY DAUGHTER IS NOW 13 AND 
FOLLOWS THE NEW ENGLAND 

PATRIOTS. I COULDN’T GET  
HER INTO ENGLISH FOOTBALL  

BUT SHE LOVES THE NFL.– 
GAZ @HunsHead

IT HAS MEANT THE WHOLE 
FAMILY ARE NOW FANS. 

GROWING THE GAME FOR 
FUTURE GENERATIONS.

@ukussports1

UK REPRESENTING:  
Fans at Wembley make  
the players welcome

Photo :  K I R B Y  L E E / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP
JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS 30 INDIANAPOLIS COLTS 27
October 2, 2016 – Wembley Stadium

BLAKE BORTLES [below right] threw for 207 yards and two touchdowns while running for another score as the Jags held off a late 
Colts rally to win in London for the second year in a row – and grab a victory for the first time in 2016. Bortles fired a decisive 
42-yard touchdown pass to wide receiver Allen Hurns that proved to be the difference between the AFC South rivals. Andrew Luck 
led the Colts to three fourth-quarter touchdowns but could not find the win in the city where he grew up.

Ph o to :  S T E V E N  F LYN N / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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INTERNATIONAL SERIES REVISITED

LOS ANGELES RAMS 10 NEW YORK GIANTS 17
October 23, 2016 – Twickenham Stadium.

NEW YORK’S high-priced defence came to play at the home of English rugby, intercepting Rams’ quarterback Case Keenum  
four times and scoring on an amazing 44-yard interception return by defensive back Landon Collins. The Rams jumped out  
to an early 10-0 lead in the first quarter but could not score again. New York’s winning points came on a one-yard touchdown run 
by Rashad Jennings [No. 23, above].

Ph o to :  S T E V E N  F LYN N / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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CINCINNATI BENGALS 27 WASHINGTON REDSKINS 27 (OVERTIME)
October 30, 2016 – Wembley Stadium

BOTH clubs had a shot at winning this thriller in front of a record 84,488 fans at Wembley Stadium. The Bengals missed a  
first-half extra point as Mike Nugent hooked his kick wide-left. And Dustin Hopkins missed in similar fashion from 34 yards for 
the Redskins on what would have been the game-winner in overtime. Kirk Cousins threw for a career-high 458 yards and two 
touchdowns, while AJ Green led Cincinnati’s offensive charge with nine receptions for 121 yards. During this game, Washington 
receiver Jamison Crowder [pictured] scored the 100th touchdown in International Series contests in London. 

Ph o to :  AC T I O N  I M AG E S / M AT T H E W  C H I L D S
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LONDON CALLING
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HETHER 
London will 
one day be 
awarded an 
NFL franchise 
is the question 
being asked 
on both 
sides of the 

Atlantic and the intensity of the 
conversation continues to grow as 
the UK capital city has just played 
host to another three hugely 
successful NFL regular-season 
games.

And for the first time since the 
International Series kicked off in 

2007, a regular-season game  
has been played away from 
Wembley Stadium, as Twickenham 
hosted the Los Angeles Rams and 
New York Giants in October.

Live gate and television viewing 
numbers - for Sky Sports’ and the 
BBC’s weekly coverage - continue 
to rise year on year, more than 
40,000 men, women and children 
are now playing American football 
in the United Kingdom and the NFL 
continues to capture the public’s 
imagination with high-profile 
takeover events such as the NFL on 
Regent Street extravaganza staged 
the day before the Jacksonville 

Neil Reynolds  
explores the chances  
of the UK’s capital 

getting an NFL 
franchise

W

GB FRANCHISE
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LONDON CALLING

Jaguars and Indianapolis Colts met 
at Wembley earlier this autumn.

With a brand new stadium at 
Tottenham Hotspur FC being 
built to NFL specifications 
and coming on line in 2018, 
and with the promise of 

more games heading our way 
(the NFL has a 10-year deal to play 
games at Spurs, a three-annum 
agreement with Twickenham and a 

commitment to 

American football has become  
in the United Kingdom. And that  
is making a growing number of  
NFL players and decision-makers 
think that a London franchise 
could be just around the  
corner. 

Touchdown has asked the biggest 
names in the game – at all levels 
of the NFL – if a London franchise 
is likely to happen in the not-too-
distant future. ➔

Wembley through 2020), London 
is very much in the NFL news and 
discussion cycle.

It is often said that NFL players 
and coaches live in their own  
little bubbles, beavering away  
from week to week in search  
of all-important victories.  
But now that 23 of the league’s  
32 teams have played in London, 
more and more are beginning  
to realise just how popular 
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BILL BELICHICK
New England Patriots  
head coach

WE’VE had two really 
great experiences 
over in London. 
The fans were very 
enthusiastic, it was 
a great venue at 
Wembley Stadium 
and, logistically,  
it worked. It was 
really good.

JASON GARRETT
Dallas Cowboys head coach

THE British fans really 
love the game and to 
be part of that exciting 
atmosphere over there 
is great. I’ll never forget 
the moment coming out 
of the tunnel in 2014. 
That atmosphere was just 
unbelievable and we’ve 
got to find a way to keep 
growing these games.

THE COACHES

THE PLAYERS
ODELL BECKHAM JNR
New York Giants wide receiver

I CAN definitely see a 
London team happening. 
You have everything you 
need to have a franchise 
over here. It could even 
be one of the better 
teams in the league 
because it would be 
hard to come over here 
and beat these guys year-in, 
year-out. It’s already hard 
enough to go to Philadelphia 
and beat them, to Dallas and 
beating them, so I’m just 
looking forward to seeing 
what happens. I know for 
a fact that a London team 
would get a lot of love.

ADAM VINATIERI
Indianapolis Colts kicker

LONDON clearly loves 
the NFL. They have got 
a good fanbase and 
the NFL love going out 
there and being a part 
of that. A London NFL 
franchise makes sense 
– it would be the 
perfect situation.

PAUL POSLUSZNY
Jacksonville Jaguars linebacker

WE want the NFL to become a global 
brand and there’s not a better city in 
the world to have a team than London.

GREG JENNINGS
Former Green Bay 
Packers, Minnesota 
Vikings & Miami 
Dolphins wide receiver

I LOVE London –  
the fans are great. 
Those British fans just 
epitomise a love for 
the game. I think the 
British fans deserve 
a franchise. As far 
as taking a team 
that is currently in 
the United States, 

I don’t know how 
that works. But that 
fanbase in the UK 
definitely deserves to 
see American football 
on a Sunday-to-
Sunday basis.

GB FRANCHISE
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GUS BRADLEY
Jacksonville Jaguars  
head coach

IT’S just been such a great 
experience for our team.  
Every aspect has been 
great – the crowd and the 
atmosphere at the game 
– and the enthusiasm for 
the event. Our guys looked 

forward to it right from 
the first day of the 

announcement to the 
day of each game.

THE OWNERS

THE NFL

MIKE BROWN Cincinnati Bengals

WE have done more than just a simple 
one-time sample. We’ve gone there year 
after year after year and they sell out those 
games ‘bang’ like that. The TV audiences 
are growing annually. I think it is going 
to happen. I don’t know when and I don’t 
really know how. But do I think there will 
be an NFL team in London some day?  
I think there will be and my hunch is that it 
will be sooner than most people think.

WOODY JOHNSON New York Jets

NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell has 
stated on numerous occasions that 
growing the game and expanding the 
game is a priority. London has always 
been a good market for American 
football. The British people are getting 
very knowledgeable about the game 
and their passion is growing each year 
– you can see that just by the numbers. 
If those trend-lines continue and the 
growth continues on television and in 
sponsorship, I think it’s sooner rather 
than later.

MARK WALLER 
NFL Executive Vice-
President International

I BELIEVE the British 
fans deserve the 
opportunity to enjoy the 
NFL in the same way 
that a US fan does by 
having the ability to see 
a full season of games. 
I don’t think there is 
any doubt, from a fan 
perspective, the desire 
to have your own team 
to truly get behind 
would be the preferred 
outcome.

ROGER GOODELL
NFL Commissioner 

WE couldn’t be happier 
with what we’re seeing 
in the UK. Playing in two 
stadiums gives us a little 
bit more flexibility and 
I believe the future will 
see more games in the 
UK. As far as a franchise, 
let’s continue to grow, 
to see that excitement, 
enthusiasm, passion 
and support continue to 
develop. If it does,  
I think that’s a realistic 
possibility. 

ANDREW LUCK
Indianapolis Colts quarterback

I LOVE coming over to London. I see how easy it is to watch 
the NFL in the UK now and it has helped the game grow. 
As far as how many international games, or having a team 
or the format, I don’t know – that is above my pay grade. 
As a player, you understand some of the logistical issues of 
having games played farther away than the five-hour time-
zone change that we currently have in London and how  
that can affect you physically. And if it is a physical liability, 
that is tough to endorse as a player. It is very interesting to 
see where the international growth goes next.

REGGIE BUSH
Buffalo Bills running back

I THINK London will have an 
NFL franchise – it’s only a 
matter of time. There is a lot 
of locker-room talk among 
NFL players and with friends 
I have on other teams and we 
all know it’s only a matter of 
time before an NFL team is 
based in London.
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THE GREATEST 
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S we move into 
the second 
half of the NFL 
season, players 
around the 
league will be 
sticking to their 
‘one game at a 
time’ mantra, 

but the truth is that the genuine 
contenders will be dreaming  
of a berth in the Super Bowl.  
The intensity levels rise around 
the NFL in the closing weeks of the 
regular season and into the January 
playoffs. And it’s all with the aim of 
reaching the annual extravaganza 
that is the Super Bowl.

The Vince Lombardi Trophy – 
which is handed to the Super Bowl 
champion each year – is the only 
prize up for grabs among the 32 
teams in the league.

Washington Redskins Pro Bowl 
cornerback Josh Norman explains to 

Touchdown: “It’s just one prize for 
us – it’s like the World Cup.  
It’s not like you have four different 
divisions or levels where you can 
win trophies. It’s all about being 
king of the mountain-top.

“We can’t, for instance, go out 
there and think about winning an 
NFC Championship trophy or an AFC 
Championship trophy and that’s it. 
No, you go after the big ‘Grandaddy’ 
of them all and that’s the Super 
Bowl. That’s the prized possession 
we’re all after.”

“We have one goal and winning 
the Super Bowl is the bottom line,” 
agrees Indianapolis Colts Pro Bowl 
safety Mike Adams. “We put in too 
much time to set our sights lower 
than that. That’s what it’s all about. 
The Super Bowl is why we play this 
game. We play to win that game.”

The Super Bowl is special to every 
player who has ever suited up in 
the NFL. But it is also a huge part of 

American culture. Crime rates  
drop on Super Bowl weekends,  
it is the quietest time of the year 
for weddings and staff sickness days 
often reach record highs on the 
Monday after the big game.  
In short, America comes to a 
standstill to watch a game in which 
mere mortals can become NFL 
legends in a blink of an eye.  
This unofficial national holiday 
is the second biggest food 
consumption event outside of 
Thanksgiving Day, and the top 
four most-watched television 
programmes in US history are all 
Super Bowls.

In attracting such a wide and 
diverse audience around the world, 
the Super Bowl has become about 
much more than the action on the 
gridiron. The big game not only 
showcases the two best teams in 
the league competing for all the 
marbles – it also epitomises the 

A
Neil 

Reynolds 
analyses 

the 
impact 
of the 
Super 
Bowl

THE BIGGEST GAME
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THE GREATEST 
SHOW ON EARTH

exciting collision of sports and 
entertainment that makes the 
annual event must-see television 
for viewers in close to 200 countries 
around the world.

When you look at the artists who 
have either performed before the 
kick-off or at half-time of a Super 
Bowl – The Rolling Stones, Madonna, 
Paul McCartney, U2, Bruce 
Springsteen, Beyonce, Michael 
Jackson and Coldplay – you get an 
idea of the scale of this A-list event.

Factor in that a 30-second 
television advert slot during the big 
game will set you back close to $5m 
and you start to get the picture. 
As The Los Angeles Times once 
famously wrote: “It’s New Year’s 
Eve, the Fourth of July and Mardi 
Gras all rolled into one – the Super 
Bowl is America’s Game.”

The Super Bowl is also extremely 
competitive with six of the last 
eight title games being decided in 

the final minute. The last 10 Super 
Bowls have also produced nine 
different champions and the teams 
now competing for glory are aiming 
to go on an all-important run at the 
end of the year that could result in 
their moment of history.

Quarterback Eli Manning, who 
twice parlayed strong finishes into 
Super Bowl titles for the New York 
Giants during the 2007 and 2011 
seasons, concludes: “You always 
want to be playing your best 
football at the end of the year and 
you want to be hot at the right time.

“By the time you get to the 
playoffs, you want to feel like you 
can win every game that you play.”

That is the goal of the leading 
contenders in the remaining weeks 
of the regular season and into the 
playoffs but only one team will be 
crowned champions of Super Bowl 
51 in Houston’s NRG Stadium on 
Sunday February 5, 2017.

DIARY  DATES

JANUARY 1, 2017 
Final day of regular season 

JANUARY 7-8, 2017 
AFC and NFC Wild Card  

Playoff Games  

JANUARY 14-15, 2017 
AFC and NFC Divisional  

Playoff Games  

JANUARY 22, 2017 
AFC and NFC  

Championship Games  

FEBRUARY 5, 2017 
Super Bowl 51,  

Reliant Stadium, Houston
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MY 
SUPER 
BOWL

IVEN the 
magnitude 
of the NFL’s 
biggest game 
of each season, 
the Super 
Bowl is an 
opportunity 
for any player 

– no matter his level of skill or 
experience – to write his name into 
league history.

It could be a one-game wonder 
such as Washington Redskins 
running back Timmy Smith or  
New York Giants wide receiver 
David Tyree. Sometimes it is  
an already-great player such as 
New England Patriots quarterback 
Tom Brady or San Francisco 49ers 
signal-caller Joe Montana.

If an NFL player has a big game 
in the Super Bowl – with the eyes 
of the sporting world trained upon 
him – he can become an instant 
legend whose performance will be 
talked about for years to come.

And for the likes of Brady 
and Montana, their outstanding 
displays in the pressure-cooker 
atmosphere of the Super Bowl 
have them in the discussion as the 
very best ever. Their Super Bowl 
showings elevated them from elite 
players to living legends.

With that in mind, let’s take a 
look at some memorable Super 
Bowl performances and find out, 
through their own insight and 
memories, what it feels like to win 
– and lose – on the grandest NFL 
stage of them all. ➔

G

MARQUEE MEMORIES

Legends  
of the  

Super Bowl  
recall their 

pivotal 
experiences
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THE THICK OF IT:  
Joe Montana 

scrambles on the 
way to his fourth 
Super Bowl ring,  

in 1990

Photo :  AC T I O N  I M AG E S
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JOE MONTANA
San Francisco 49ers quarterback

HALL OF FAME quarterback Joe 
Montana is often referred to as  
“Mr Super Bowl” due to his four wins 
out of four in the NFL title game.  
“Joe Cool” – another of his monikers 
– led San Francisco to victory in Super 
Bowls 16, 19, 23 and 24.

While lesser mortals would have 
suffered panic attacks and at the very least some sweaty 
palms, Montana was at his best in Super Bowl wins over 
Cincinnati (twice), Miami and Denver, completing 68 per 
cent of his passes for 1,142 yards, 11 touchdowns and no 
interceptions.

“It helps when you have good teams around you,” 
Montana explains to Touchdown. “But we also knew how 
to relax and stay loose. If you don’t have fun and you get a 
little too uptight, you can’t play to the best of your ability.”

Montana was at his coolest in Super Bowl 23. The 49ers 
trailed the Cincinnati Bengals by three points with just 
over three minutes left on the clock. Before embarking 
on a 92-yard march that would be capped with a game-
winning touchdown pass to John Taylor with just 35 
seconds remaining, Montana did some star-spotting in the 
stands during a television time-out.

“Our offensive lineman Harris Barton was always into 
people-watching,” Montana explains. “Before that final 
drive started, we were in the huddle and silhouetted 
between two of our guys was John Candy. I thought Harris 
would appreciate me telling him but he just shook his 
head and looked at me like I was crazy.

“As a quarterback, there is no better way to end the 
season than to throw the winning touchdown pass in the 
Super Bowl. So that would be the highlight of my career.”

“There is no better way to end  
the season than to throw the 
winning pass in the Super Bowl”

BEN ROETHLISBERGER
Pittsburgh Steelers quarterback

“BIG BEN” has lifted the Vince 
Lombardi Trophy twice with the 
Steelers and also enjoyed his 
‘Montana Moment’ by throwing the 
game-winning touchdown to Santonio 
Holmes with 35 seconds remaining in 
Super Bowl 43.

Roethlisberger was relatively quiet 
in Pittsburgh’s Super Bowl 40 win over Seattle, completing 
just nine passes for 123 yards and two interceptions.  
But he put the team on his back in Super Bowl 43, leading 
the Steelers to a dramatic 27-23 win over the Arizona 
Cardinals.

“To get to that first Super Bowl and play was great,” 
Roethlisberger recalls. “But I didn’t have my best game the 
first time around and that motivated me to get back there 
and play well.”

Big Ben certainly did that, taking over deep in his own 
end of the field with 2-37 remaining and trailing by three. 
That’s when Roethlisberger went to work and put his 
motivational skills to good use.

“You’re aware of the magnitude of the occasion,” 
Roethlisberger reveals. “It was funny because we were 
huddled up before that drive and I wanted to calm the 
guys down. I told them this is what we all wanted, it was 
what we had waited for all season and it was what we had 
dreamed about. 

“Then the first play of the drive was a penalty and 
we went the wrong way to begin with! My speech was 
obviously no good.”

The Steelers did overcome that early-drive mistake  
and won the Super Bowl on Big Ben’s inch-perfect strike 
in the corner of the end zone. It was a moment the future 
Hall of Fame quarterback will never forget.

“That’s every kid’s dream,” Big Ben stresses. “That last 
play was a blur at the time but looking back on it now, 
that was a great memory and it was special to be a part of 
NFL history like that.”

“The first play of the drive was a 
penalty, we went the wrong way! 
My speech was obviously no good”

MARQUEE MEMORIES
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ADAM VINATIERI
New England Patriots and Indianapolis Colts kicker

KICKERS rarely make it into the Pro 
Football Hall of Fame but the wide-
spread belief is that Adam Vinatieri 
is on his way to Canton, Ohio, helped 
by the fact that his field goals decided 
three of the four Super Bowls he has 
won during his glittering career.

Vinatieri kicked a 48-yarder as time 
ran out to give New England victory over the favoured  
St Louis Rams in Super Bowl 36. He nailed a 41-yard  
kick with four seconds left to defeat Carolina in  
Super Bowl 38 and his 22-yard kick midway through 
the fourth quarter decided Super Bowl 39 against 
Philadelphia. Vinatieri also picked up one Super Bowl ring 
as a member of the Indianapolis Colts.

So how did so much Super Bowl success feel?
“There’s no better feeling outside the birth of my 

children,” Vinatieri beams. “Other than that, there’s 
nothing like watching that ball sail through the uprights 
knowing you’ve just become the world champs.

“To see the emotion of the guys, that, for me, is one of 
the most special things that will stay in my mind forever. 
I looked to the sideline and saw grown men in tears 
hugging each other because of everything we had gone 
through our entire lives to get to that moment. It was 
pretty awesome.”

“I saw grown men in tears 
hugging each other because of 
everything we had gone through”

MARV LEVY
Buffalo Bills Hall of Fame head coach

THE Buffalo Bills of the 1990s won 
a special place in the hearts of NFL 
fans around the world. First, the Bills 
were a supremely talented team with 
quality players across the board. 
Second, they secured the sympathy 
vote of many fans when they became 
the only club in league history to lose 

four Super Bowls in a row from 1990-1993.
With Jim Kelly at quarterback, Thurman Thomas at 

running back and Hall of Famers such as Andre Reed and 
James Lofton at receiver, the Bills continually knocked on 
the championship door but couldn’t get the job done.

A famous Scott Norwood missed field goal from 47 yards 
as time ran out saw Buffalo slip to a 20-19 defeat at the 
hands of the New York Giants in Super Bowl 25. That was 
followed by a 37-24 loss to Washington in Super Bowl 26, 
a 52-17 hammering against Dallas in Super Bowl 27 and a 
30-13 loss to the Cowboys a year later.

But Levy remains proud of his team, concluding:  
“We had about 30 guys who played in all four of those 
Super Bowls. It was a special group of individuals with 
great resilience. It would have been very easy after being 
defeated in a Super Bowl to lie there in the foetal position 
and whimper but they found what it took to fight back. 

“Winning it turned out to be the impossible dream  
but I will remember fondly the players on that team and 
their character and qualities when it came to fighting 
back. I’ll always remember how supportive our fans were 
as well despite the crushing feelings they experienced 
when we didn’t win those Super Bowls.

“Everywhere I go, when people recognise me, they 
remark on the pain we felt losing those games but they 
also remark on what an incredible achievement it was to 
go to four Super Bowls in a row. I often reference Winston 
Churchill and there were many different disappointments 
in his career but he was able to come back from them,  
not just give up and surrender. Our team was the same 
way because they had so much resolve.” 

“Everywhere I go, when people 
recognise me, they remark on the 
pain we felt losing those games”
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ODELL 
BECKHAM jnr

UP CLOSE & PERSONAL

HETHER he is 
racing 80 yards 
to the end zone 
to score another 
spectacular 
touchdown, 
hugging the 
kicking 
net or 

picking fights with opposing 
defensive backs, Odell 
Beckham Jnr is hard to 
ignore.

The sensationally gifted 
New York Giants wide receiver  
has become box office every  
single weekend – and not always  
for good reason. The volatile  
third-year star can destroy teams with 
his receiving skills because when on 
top of his game, he is about as close 
to uncoverable as there is in today’s 
NFL.

But it should be noted that this 
two-time Pro Bowler can also hurt his 
team with ill-timed unsportsmanlike 
conduct or unnecessary roughness 
penalties.

When you assess how devastatingly 
good Beckham can be when on top 
form – as he was in Week 6 when 

shredding the Baltimore Ravens 
for 222 receiving yards and two 
touchdowns – you can see why 
the Giants put up with all the 
other stuff that comes with 
the young man who was the 
fastest in NFL history to reach 
200 career catches and 3,000 

yards, and who is already the holder 
of more than 30 league records.

The superstar who made ‘that 
catch’ as a rookie against the Dallas 
Cowboys in 2014 (Google the video) 
talks to Touchdown about life in the 
brightest of NFL spotlights. ➔ 

W

One of the NFL’s brightest stars  
talks to Neil Reynolds

I don’t fear 
anyone and  
I’m not going  
to back down 
from anyone”
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BIG INTERVIEW

➔ Odell, you come back to the UK 
every year to help promote the 
game. Does visiting the UK as an 
NFL ambassador mean a lot to you?
Yes, it’s a lot of fun. Every time I come 
to the UK I have a good time and I’m 
able to spread the word about the 
game that I love and I hope that it 
sticks. It’s just a blessing to be back. 
The game keeps growing in Europe 
and there is crazy love from the 
fans out there and that’s what it’s all 
about. We’re growing in this world 
and bringing football over here is a 
major thing. At some point in time, 
whether it’s this year, or years after 
it, we’re kind of just paving the way 
for a London franchise and I truly feel 
blessed to be a part of this.

The success you have enjoyed in 
the first two years of your career 
has not stopped you from working 
hard every off-season. Is that work 
ethic important to you?
Absolutely. It’s just all I’ve known all 
my life. I feel like that’s what’s gotten 
me here so it’s hard to shy away 
from it. So when you come into work 
and you’re here to work I’m going to 
put forward the most effort I have 
possible. It would be hard to live with 
coming into work every day and not 
really getting much out of it. It would 
be tough to feel that way. I think  
my work ethic is really what’s gotten 
me here and it’s something that  
I’ll continue to have.

Is that work ethic the main trait a 
professional sportsman needs or is 
it something else?
It’s just your mind. There are guys 
who work hard, there are guys who 
are extremely talented and have it all 
physically. But then there are those 
who are really mentally strong and  
I know for a fact, my mind never 
really gets off thinking about what  
I’m doing or going to do on the field. 
I can have other things going on in 
my life but you’re always going to 
find me thinking about football.  
If you catch me and I’m daydreaming,  
I’m probably thinking about 
something that will help me out on 
the football field down the 
road.

To be the best, do 
you ever pick the 
brains of other 
professional 
athletes, maybe 
from different 
sports?
I always try to pick 
the brains of guys 
who know what it 
takes to be great, 

no matter what the sport 
is. You just find ways to 
compare to each other 
and take little bits and 
pieces and use it in 
your own game. Who 
you watched growing 
up is who you become 
when you are an adult 
because you take bits 
of their game and put 
it into your own. It all 
starts with somebody 
who gave you an idea. I always try 
to pick the brains of other athletes. 
There is something about being 
around other 
athletes that is 
great – we all have 
the same mindset 
and know how to 
use our skills to 
be the best. And if 
those athletes are 
from other sports, 
that can give you a 
better perspective.

How do you 
deal with the 
attention that’s 
on you, not 
just as a NFL 
player but as a 
superstar? I read 
that you called 
it ‘nonsense’ and 
you hope that 
the greatness 
overcomes the 
nonsense.
It’s hard.  
I remember 
coming out of 
the NFL Draft 
I wanted to be 
spoken about in 
the same breath 
as those picked 
before me like 
Sammy Watkins 
and Mike Evans. 
On and off the 

field should be 
two completely different lives but 

there is a lot of nonsense 
that goes along with this 

territory. You know, 
I’ve made myself a 
target - I’ve come in 
and impacted and 
made plays early in 

my career and now I 
do have that target on 
my back. It’s okay - it 
is what it is. I don’t fear 
anyone and I’m not 
going to back down 
from anyone. So it 
just comes with the 

territory but it’s tough 
to feel like you can’t do 
anything because you 
can’t go anywhere and 
not be recognised and 
just go sit down and 
eat somewhere without 
having someone come 

up to you and it’s not in a bad way, 
it’s just I’m a human being just like 
everyone else you know.  

I want to eat with 
my family and be 
able to enjoy our 
time and not be 
interrupted by 
other things  
that go on.  
So there’s a fine 
line you have to 
play as far as your 
role in society. 
The biggest one  
is the role that 
you have to these 
kids I know the 
one thing that  
I’ve never ignored 
is a kid unless  
I genuinely didn’t 
hear somebody. 
The kids are what 
push me.

Even though 
you are now a 
few years in and 
there are ups 
and downs in a 
career, do you 
appreciate every 
NFL game you 
play in?
Absolutely.  
Every time I get 
into the locker 
room on gameday 
I sit there for five 
minutes and just 

look at my helmet and shirt and really 
cherish that moment. You never know 
when it could be your last game in the 
NFL. When I step out on that field,  
I always think, ‘If this is your last 
game, how do you want to be 
remembered?’

And how would you like to be 
remembered when you retire?
I want to be remembered the same 
way people think about Jerry Rice – 
he is the greatest of all time. I want 
to leave a legacy where people are 
saying I was the best ever. I strive to 
be the best of the best.

I think my 
work ethic 
is really 
what’s 
gotten  
me here”

OBSESSED:  
Beckham rarely 
stops thinking 
about the sport  
he loves

Photo :  B R AC E  H E M M E L G A R N / 
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S

THE GOAL:  
Beckham aims to be 
remembered in a similar 
way to the superb Jerry Rice

P h o t o :  AC T I O N  I M AG E S / S U S A N  R AG A N

GET  T O  K NOW 
ODELL BECKHAM JNR

WHEN he was in college at Louisiana 
State University, Beckham was  

team-mates with Miami Dolphins 
wide receiver Jarvis Landry and 
together the pair would practice 
every day to make spectacular  

one-handed catches. 

THE NFL player Beckham admired 
the most when growing up was 

Atlanta Falcons quarterback  
Michael Vick. 

BECKHAM lists Arizona Cardinals 
defender Patrick Peterson as the 

best cornerback in the NFL. 

THE catcher insists soccer was his 
first sporting love and that his biggest 

idol from another sport is former 
Manchester United and England 

legend David Beckham. 

ODELL’S father, Odell Beckham Snr, 
was a running back at LSU from 1989 
to 1992 and his mother, Heather Van 
Norman, was an outstanding athlete 

and is currently the coach of  
Nicholls State University.
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DEFINING MOMENT: Beckham Jnr [clockwise from left] defies both 
the laws of gravity and the accepted limits of agility to bring down 
a touchdown pass in one hand, much to the chagrin of the Dallas 
Cowboys, then enjoys a justifiable celebration [below]
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ANDREW 
LUCK

UP CLOSE & PERSONAL

HEN filming a 
Masterclass with 
Sky Sports in 
2014, Andrew 
Luck, of the 
Indianapolis 
Colts, declared 
that there 
“was a lot 

to the quarterback position.” 
Indeed, NFL quarterbacks 
have a great deal on their 
plates, but a heavy workload 
has not stopped Luck from 
becoming one of the brightest 
young stars in the game.

The three-time Pro Bowler made 
a fast start to life in the NFL. In his 
first three seasons, Luck threw for a 
league record 12,501 yards and led 
the Colts to the playoffs each year.

An injury-hit 2015 campaign broke 
that streak but Luck – who grew up 

in London while his father, Oliver, 
served as President of NFL Europe –  
is intent on steering the Colts back 
to the post-season in 2016 and will 
continue to lead from the front with 
his laser-accurate passes and a fiery 
desire to win.

Luck became the highest-paid 
player in NFL history this 

summer when inking a six-
year contract extension worth 
$140m but insists he doesn’t 
plan on changing his down-
to-earth personality or his 
fiercely passionate approach 
to the game.

Selfless Luck returns to London 
every summer to tutor young  
British passers. As cerebral as he 
is physically gifted, here is one of 
the NFL’s biggest stars talking to 
Touchdown about a wide range of 
subjects. ➔ 

W

The Colts leader tells all to Neil Reynolds

ANDREW LUCK
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You have to get  
over a game –  

win or lose – very 
quickly. You need  
to have a six-hour 

window and  
then move on”

Photos :  R O N  C H E N OY / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S  &  I S I A H  J  D O W N I N G / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S



FOLLOW THE LEADER:  
Luck calls plays and 
galvanises his team
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ANDREW LUCK

FUN TO WATCH:  
Luck is a fan of 
Elway [top], 
Manning [far 
left] and McNair
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What makes a good NFL 
quarterback?
A lot of people would have a lot of 
different answers. Very simply, you 
have to be able to throw the football 
well. It sounds a bit elementary 
but you do need to throw the ball 
accurately and well. You don’t need 
to have the strongest arm or throw 
the fastest ball. There are some great 
quarterbacks who don’t throw it as 
hard as everyone else and there are 
guys who can throw it a mile who 
aren’t in the NFL. So being able to 
throw the ball accurately and where it 
needs to go and reading a defence is 
important. 

Being able to lead a team – 
leadership – is important. You’re 
calling plays in the huddle and telling 
guys where to go. You’re looked to for 
leadership in tough times and good 
times, in practice, in games, outside 
of the building and in the off-season. 
It’s one of those roles where you 
automatically assume leadership from 
your first day on a team, whether 
you’re a rookie, a veteran, traded, 
undrafted – it’s the nature of the 
position. 

And then I would like to think that 
having a respect for the game, for 
your team-mates, your opponents,  
the history of the game and where  
the game is going is important.  
If you have that you will study hard, 
you’ll prepare, it will give a sense of 
accountability to your team-mates  
and you will demand accountability 
back.

What did you learn from your 
father, who was an NFL quarterback 
with the Houston Oilers?
His playing quarterback for the  
Oilers helps me more than I realise 
because I learn things through 
osmosis without even noticing.  
And it really helps with outside- 
the-building things – I can lean 
on him more for advice in those 
situations than I would regarding  
Xs and Os. 

What is the best piece of  
NFL advice you have been 
given?
It’s a long season and don’t 
get too emotional about 
a win or too emotional 
about a loss. You’ve got 
to keep on an even, 
steady keel because 
there are four pre-
season games and 
then 16 regular-season 
games and you can get 
emotionally burned out very 
quickly if you get too wrapped 
up in it. It doesn’t mean you 

don’t care about winning or losing 
because that’s what it’s all about,  
but you have to get over a game –  
win or lose – very quickly. You need  
to have a six-hour window and  
then move on, or else you’ll get  
stuck.

How important is an NFL playbook?
The playbook is everything. If you 
can have an understanding of your 
playbook it will give you such a better 
chance at succeeding. I know from  
my rookie year that you go out to 
practice and there are so many  
plays that your head is swimming  
and so much is going through your 
mind that it freezes you physically 
and you can’t operate at the  
level you need to be  
successful. 

Now, knowing 
the playbook,  
it allows you 
to operate that 
much faster and 
to change a play 
if it’s not going 
to work. It allows 
you to think about 
the defence rather 
than it all being 
about what you’re 
doing. You can 
look at how you’re 
going to attack 
them.

Who were your 
NFL heroes?
John Elway was 
one I really 
enjoyed watching. 
I remember living 
in Germany and 
my mum woke 
me up to watch 
his first Super 
Bowl win – that 
[Denver] Broncos-
[Green Bay] Packers game where he 
did the ‘whirly-bird’ at the end of 
one famous run. 

I loved watching Peyton Manning 
play – I have a lot of respect for 

that whole family and the way 
Peyton, Eli and Archie play 
the game. They’re the first 
family of quarterbacks. I love 

watching Ben Roethlisberger 
play – he is so big and makes  
plays. 

And I really enjoyed 
watching Steve McNair play 
– ‘Air’ McNair was tough and 

could throw it a mile. Those 
guys just seemed to play the 
game the right way. It’s about 

having respect for the game and it 
seems like those guys respected the 

game for the way it should be  
played and had good respect for  
their team-mates and opponents,  
and they were or have been good role 
models.

Are funny things said between  
the players on the football  
field?
There are a lot of funny things said 
on the field and there are a lot of 
personalities in the NFL. You’d be 
surprised how much chatter goes 
on between players during a game. 
Some of these guys were college 
room-mates and lived together for 
four years so they know each other 
probably too well. 

You’ll catch yourself listening  
in to their conversation and say, 

‘Come on, guys. 
We’re in the 
middle of a 
football game.’ 
They’re asking, 
‘How’s your 
daughter?  
How’s  
your wife?’  
They’re having  
a conversation  
in the middle  
of the game. 

Some guys talk 
trash, some guys 
don’t, some guys 
are nice and some 
guys are mean. 
But, by and large, 
there is a level  
of respect there 
and at the end 
of the game it is 
a big fraternity. 
There is obviously 
some animosity 
during games  
and some 
competitive spirit, 
but it’s more 

competitive than combative and that 
makes it fun.

Finally, can an NFL player  
have fears? Do you have NFL  
fears?
There is definitely a fear of losing 
and a fear of letting your team-
mates down. That is a very powerful 
motivation for a lot of guys.  
It certainly is for me – I don’t  
ever want to let a team-mate  
down. That is a scary thought for  
me.

I don’t think players necessarily 
fear other players. There is a healthy 
respect, but you don’t fear them.  
But we do have a fear of losing, a fear 
of failure and a fear of letting your 
team-mates down.

TH E  L A S T  WORD

An NFL practice is… INTENSE. 

My neck beard is… BAD.

Entering the huddle late in  
a game and needing a touchdown  

to win, I feel… EXCITED.

The best thing I’ve got for free  
since playing in the NFL is…  

NOTHING IS REALLY FREE IN LIFE. 
I’VE LEARNED SOMEHOW, SOME 

WAY, THEY WANT SOMETHING 
BACK, SO I WOULD DISPUTE  

THAT SENTENCE!

If I was not in the NFL I would be… 
BACK IN SCHOOL AND STUDYING.

If I get asked one more  
Peyton Manning question I will… 

ANSWER IT, PROBABLY.

You don’t 
need to 
have the 
strongest 
arm or 
throw the 
fastest 
ball”

FEAR OF FAILURE:  
Luck admits he is 
scared to lose

Photo :  B R I A N  S P U R L O C K / 
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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HARRISON 
SMITH

UP CLOSE & PERSONAL

HERE is a 
growing 
buzz around 
Minnesota 
Vikings safety 
Harrison 
Smith and he 
is no longer 
considered 

an up-and-comer.
This hard-hitting-yet-

versatile defensive back 
is now considered one of 
the best players in the NFL, 
regardless of position. And the  
Pro Bowler has become a key 
member of the Minnesota Vikings 
defence, which had been playing at an 
historically great level in the first half 
of the 2016 season.

Smith is athletic enough to cover 
every inch of the field and has 
tremendous football smarts which 

mean he is most often in the right 
place at the right time. But he’s 
also an enforcer who will bring real 
strength to bear on any offensive 
player who ventures his way.

Speak to Smith about punishing 
receivers and his eyes light up.  
This genuine star of the league is 

most certainly versatile – but he’s 
also willing to be violent from 
time to time.

Let’s start with your 
thoughts on the 2016 
Vikings because there are 
obviously lots of positive 

vibes around this team.
We’re not trying to think  

we’re great or anything right now. 
We’re working hard and we have  
a lot of good players and good pieces. 
But it doesn’t mean anything unless 
we capitalise on game day. ➔ 

T

Neil Reynolds catches up with a defensive marvel

HARRISON SMITH
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We can’t just jump to 
that step and be back in 
the playoffs – we have to 

work today, get better 
tomorrow and hopefully 

it leads to that”

Photos :  R O N  C H E N OY / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S  &  I S I A H  J  D O W N I N G / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S



CHALLENGING: Smith 
[right] faces stern 

opponents, like the 
Seahawks’ Luke Wilson, 

on a regular basis
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HARRISON SMITH

➔ How did last year – when you 
went toe to toe with Seattle in the 
playoffs before losing – leave this 
team feeling?
That was something that was 
obviously disappointing. It fuelled 
the fire even more. We have a lot 
of the same guys back and a lot of 
the coaches as well and that kind of 
fuelled us to take the next step and 
that’s what we’re focused on. We can’t 
just jump to that step and be back in 
the playoffs – we have to work today, 
get better tomorrow and hopefully it 
leads to that.

That playoff game against Seattle 
was one of the coldest in NFL 
history. What was it like?
I’ve played in some cold games but 
that one was another level. As soon as 
you stepped on the field you were 
pretty much numb and frozen, 
but everybody dealt with it. 
You’ve just got to remember 
everyone’s dealing with it  
and just don’t think about it. 
Each hit might have stung a 
little more but at the end of the 
day you get to play football and 
it’s playoff football, so you just 
got to step up your game.

How good is this Minnesota 
Vikings defence?
We take a lot of pride in 
playing for each other, 
putting our offence in good 

positions, our 
special teams in 
good positions 
and we have a lot of playmakers. If 
we can complement one another and 
help them out, that’s our goal.

What is it like to play for head 
coach Mike Zimmer?
He’s so involved in the defence 
and the way he coaches is very 
straightforward and very knowledge-
based stuff. He is trying to make us 
smarter football players and also 
tough football players. It has been 
fun. He is so involved that even if 
you think something might be a 
small thing, he sees it. He sees all 11 
players on every play - I don’t know 
how he does it, but he does. So he’ll 
come by and say, ‘You did that wrong 

and you’ve got to get better’, 
and if you don’t he’ll stay on 

you about it. So you’ve got 
to kind of police yourself 
because you know that he 
sees it.

You were rewarded with a 
new contract this past off-
season (five years, $51m). 
How did that feel?
That’s kind of the goal for 
players, not necessarily 

because of the 
dollar figure, but 
you realise that 
people see the 
value in you, see 
that you’re one 
of the players 
around the league 
that people want 
and they want 
to have on their 
team and in their 
locker room.  
So it’s kind of a 
nod to me and  
I’m just glad  
I can be a part 
of the Vikings for 
the future for 
everything that we 
have going on.

And you get 
challenged every 
week. This is a 
passing league, 
right?
Oh absolutely. 
And it’s not like 
in college where 
you might have 
a couple teams, 
a couple players 
every year, in 
the pros you’re 

playing a Pro Bowl receiver, a Pro 
Bowl quarterback, running backs, it’s 
every week so you always have to 
bring your A-game.

How exciting has it been to move 
into US Bank Stadium?
I’m mostly excited for the city, for the 
state and for the fans because they’re 
really the ones who get to enjoy it the 
most. To me, it’s still the same field. 
But it’s a great thing for the city and 
for the state and it’s beautiful - they 
did a great job on it and we’re excited 
to make it our home.

What are your memories of touring 
the UK and Ireland and do you 
think London will get an NFL 
franchise?
As long as they can figure it out,  
I see no reason not to do it – the fan 
support is definitely there. That tour 
of the UK in 2013 was great. We took 
in Dublin, Manchester, Leeds and 
London. It was my first time over 
there and the game [a 34-27 win over 
the Pittsburgh Steelers at Wembley] 
was awesome, the stadium was 
awesome. It’s amazing how  
many football fans are there and  
how many have their specific team – 
you don’t just see Vikings jerseys,  
you see all 32 teams. I thought that 
was pretty neat.

GET  T O  K NOW 
H A R R IS O N SMIT H

WHEN he was in the UK in 2013, 
Smith visited Yorkshire Country 

Cricket Club and did some batting in 
the nets with England’s  

Liam Plunkett. 

SMITH enjoys spending his  
off-seasons at his family home in 

Tennessee, looking after his  
labrador dogs. 

HARRISON is a qualified pilot and 
took his first solo flight in June 2015. 

He likes to make short flights  
around the Minneapolis area  

during his free time. 

DESPITE signing a new contract 
extension worth more than $50m this 

summer, Smith is careful with  
his money and still drives a  
2002 Chevy Tahoe truck. 

HE scored his first NFL touchdown 
on an interception return against  

the Arizona Cardinals on  
October 21, 2012.

We take a 
lot of pride 
in playing 
for each 
other”

COMMITTED TO PILLAGING:  
Smith has a lengthy Vikings deal

P h o t o :  B R AC E  H E M M E L G A R N / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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TODD 
GURLEY

UP CLOSE & PERSONAL

F NFL reporters 
are visiting Los 
Angeles and 
looking to fill 
their notebooks 
with long  
and flowery 
quotes from 
Rams 

players, they may come up 
a few pages short when 
speaking to one of the 
team’s biggest stars in  
Todd Gurley.

While the second-year running 
back is not shy in terms of dealing 
with the media, he likes to keep 
things simple and his answers are 
very often direct and to the point – 
much like the running style that  
will make Gurley one of the true 
franchise runners of the next NFL 
decade.

Gurley will face much more media 
scrutiny in the future as he has all the 
tools to become one of the premier 
offensive players in the league. 

After a stellar college career at 
Georgia, Gurley was still on the 
comeback trail when he entered 
the NFL in 2015 having torn knee 

ligaments in college the previous 
year. But you wouldn’t have 
guessed there was any 
lingering trace of an injury 
when he made his first 
professional start at Arizona 
in Week 4.

Gurley rushed for 146 
yards on 19 carries and followed  
that up with 159 yards at Green Bay, 
128 yards against Cleveland and  
133 yards versus San Francisco. 
His 566 rushing yards in four starts 
was an NFL record in terms of 
outstanding starts to a career. ➔ 

I

This superior rusher speaks candidly to Neil Reynolds

TODD GURLEY
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I have been playing football  
my whole life and I don’t  

expect to do anything but  
good or great things”

Photos :  K I M  K L E M E N T / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S  &  K E LV I N  K U O / U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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TODD GURLEY

Was the transition from college 
to the pros as easy as you made it 
look?
It wasn’t easy at all. I definitely had 
to work hard. But I have been playing 
football my whole life and I don’t 
expect to do anything but good or 
great things. That’s just what I expect 
out of myself and it was the same 
when I entered the NFL.

You finished his first NFL campaign 
with 1,106 rushing yards and  
10 touchdowns. You put the rest 
of the league on notice and drew 
comparisons with and praise from 
the great Adrian Peterson, star 
running back of the Minnesota 
Vikings. What was that like?
It definitely means a lot to be 
compared to Adrian Peterson.  
That’s the standard for running backs. 
Just growing up and watching him 
play, everybody wanted to play like 
AP. So I appreciate what he said about 
me but I also know I’ve got to keep 
working hard. I watch everybody, 
man. But AP is a physical runner and I 
definitely like to be physical, so I’d say 
we probably have the same mindset.

Between your first and second 
years in the NFL, you have 
undergone some significant 
changes as a player and more 
generally in terms of your lifestyle. 
You got into better shape and came 
into the new season lighter than  
in 2015 due to the fact that you 
were able to enjoy your first  
full off-season in quite a while. 
Heading into your first NFL 
campaign, you were rehabbing your 
knee. What was the break like?
This was my first real off-season 
and I was able to take some time off 
and rest. And then I was able to get 
back to work and I started working 
really hard just to make sure I have a 
great year in 2016. I was eating right, 
making sure I took care of my body 
and doing all the right lifts. I was able 
to do extra workouts this year and I 
would say I was able to work a little 
harder. I certainly feel fine how I am 
now and I’m not going to add any 
weight.

Your Rams team moved back  
to Los Angeles for this season.  
As this happened, the Hard Knocks 

[NFL Films and HBO series] cameras 
followed and traced you and your 
team-mates’ every move, on and 
off the field. As a young player, 
how have you coped with the 
bright lights of one of America’s 
biggest, most action-packed and 
televised cities?
It’s been pretty cool. There’s a lot 
to do out here but I like to be in the 
house most of the time anyway so 
the rest of what’s going on doesn’t 
really matter to me. In terms of the 
attention on the field, I love it. I love 
the big games when everybody is 
watching. That’s what we’re made for. 
I’ve hung around with [NFL legend 
and radio host] Eric Dickerson and 
I’ve been able to talk to him about the 
return to LA. We’re definitely excited 
to be back. But we’ve got to get some 
wins, for sure. 

Did you watch the Hard Knocks 
series in which he starred this 
summer?
I watched the first one and it was cool 
and pretty funny. I didn’t watch any 
more. I didn’t really have to watch it – 
I kind of lived it!

I love the 
big games 
when 
everybody 
is 
watching. 
That’s 
what we’re 
made for”
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As you mentioned, you have struck 
up a relationship with former 
Rams, Colts, Raiders and Falcons 
Hall of Fame rusher Eric Dickerson. 
How would you describe that 
relationship?
It’s cool to have him around.  
I can always feel free to contact  
him whenever I like. He’s always 
around, he’s a great guy and  
I’m happy to have him as a Ram.  
He just gives me your typical kind of 
advice.

You are a Pro Bowl all-star 
but there is always room for 
improvement; which elements 
of your game have you been 
working on?
I’ve definitely been working  
on my routes and catching.  
I’m also letting the whole game 
slow down and come to me. 
I don’t want any missed 
assignments and my 
focus is to come out 
here and give the 
offence a little energy 
and to get better every 
day. This is a simple 

game and we’ve been doing this our 
whole lives. We just have to go out 
there, execute and put points on the 
board. Play football, win our one-on-
ones and make plays. Defences are 
going to focus on stopping me, it’s 
the same as last year. But I have to 
treat every game the same: execute 
and win.

On the eve of the 2016 campaign, 
as just a second-year rusher – and 
one of the youngest players on the 
Rams’ roster – you were named a 
team captain. How did that feel?
That means a lot. Just for coach and 

the team to vote on me as  
a team captain, I’m honoured.  
I’m going to take that role and  
try to lead this team as much as  
I can. I feel like I can be a natural 

leader more in terms of 
being in the weight 

room and working 
hard – guys see 
that and feed off 
of it. I’m going to 
make sure I hold 
myself accountable 
to my team-mates.

G ET  TO  KN O W 
T O DD  GUR L E Y

GURLEY was the Rams’ 10th overall 
selection in the 2015 NFL Draft 
after rushing for 3,285 yards and 

36 touchdowns during his 30-game 
college career at Georgia.

TODD likes to listen to Wiz Khalifa 
or Lil Wayne while warming up for 

NFL games.

HE is a big Major League Baseball  
fan and supports his hometown team, 

the Baltimore Orioles.

THIS rusher has no time for man’s 
best friend, insisting: “I don’t like 

dogs. They are annoying; you’ve got 
to take care of them and all that.”

THE Ram also hates snakes and  
Los Angeles traffic, but says  

he loves the “weather and scenery”  
in his new home.

100 PER CENT:  
Gurley is healthy 
and fit after  
injury problems

Photo :  B R AC E  H E M M E L G A R N / 
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S

THE TEMPLATE:  
Gurley [above, 

left] watches  
and respects 

Peterson [above 
right and right]

THERE FOR HIM:  
Hall of Famer  
Eric Dickerson  
advises Gurley  

Photo :  B R AC E  H E M M E L G A R N / 
U S A  T O DAY  S P O R T S
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THE NFL has never been more popular in the UK and just as the sport soars to  
ever-greater heights, its players have similarly reached an all-time level of 

performance and consistency. The individuals who make it to the big league appear 
bigger, faster and more athletic than their predecessors, but who to define as the 

best of the best? That Herculean task falls to Neil Reynolds, Touchdown editor and 
NFL expert, who not only chooses his T50 and puts them in order, he also provides 

razor-sharp insight into each man and a selection of revealing statements from  
the superstars themselves. This is set to be the first of many T50s and  

Touchdown is honoured to focus on the  
current, magnificent crop.
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MATT RYAN has everything you would 
look for in an NFL quarterback –  
size, arm strength, accuracy and 
the ability to lead his team through 
testing situations.

There were some who felt “Matty 
Ice” was taking backwards steps 
heading into 2016 but his red-
hot start has the Atlanta Falcons 
dreaming big once again. Ryan, who 
is at his best when spreading 
the ball to players across 
the offence, has once again 
proven himself to be a 
franchise quarterback.

During a close Week 6 
loss at Seattle in which 
the Falcons announced 
their playoff intentions 
to the rest of the NFL, 
Ryan topped 200 
passing yards  
for the 45th game  
in a row – a 
remarkable period of 
consistency which 
yielded that all-time 
league record.

Other traits Ryan showed in that 
two-point loss were leadership and 
toughness. He stared down the 
infamous “Legion of Boom” defence 
and didn’t blink despite being hit 13 
times and dropped for four sacks. 
In defeat, he took another step to 
regaining the respect he commanded 
around the league before a sub-par 

2015 campaign.
The 2008 NFL Rookie of the 
Year and three-time Pro 
Bowler is riding high with 
the Falcons and is enjoying 
being surrounded by 
talented performers.  

But he is also keeping a 
level head over a 
long season.

“As a 
quarterback, 
I feel spoiled 
to have such 
talented guys 
around me,” 
Ryan says. 
“I know 
if I throw 

the ball up and give them a chance, 
they’re going to come down with it 
nine times out of 10.

“We have a really good core of 
players who are capable of beating 
anybody in the NFL. It comes down 
to being consistent and playing to our 
capability. If we can do that, I don’t 
think there is anybody in the NFL who 
we can’t play with.”

Ryan also reveals that he likes to 
watch Tom Brady and Drew Brees on 
Sundays. Given the way this soaring 
Falcon has produced over the years, 
the feeling is almost certainly mutual.

MATT RYAN
50

Matt Ryan is 
definitely one of 

the league’s elite 
quarterbacks”

Seattle Seahawks defensive  
end Michael Bennett
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: ATLANTA FALCONS

NFL Seasons: 9
College: BOSTON COLLEGE
Date of Birth: MAY 17, 1985

Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/217lbs
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Chris really frustrates 
people out there. He goes 
into every game really 
wanting to shut you down 
and he’s a frustrating guy 
to play against”
Former Pro Bowl wide receiver Wes Welker

THERE are talkers around the NFL 
who never miss an opportunity to tell 
us they are the best cornerback in the 
game, whether it be via a post-match 
interview or an impromptu Twitter 
outburst. That applies to the likes of 
Richard Sherman, Josh Norman and 
Patrick Peterson.

But one man who absolutely 
deserves to be mentioned in the same 
conversation as that trio is a tad 
less vocal, if no less confident. 
Star cornerback Chris Harris 
Jnr is a key member of 
Denver’s “No Fly Patrol” 
secondary and one of 
the more versatile 
defensive backs in the 
game.

While the likes 
of Norman and 
Sherman are often 
tagged with a refusal 
to travel away from 
their favoured left 
cornerback spot, 
Harris is happy to move 

around the defensive formation.  
He is one of the very best slot 
defenders in the NFL but he can also 
play on the outside against number-
one receivers and has been dubbed 
by some scouts as the best cover 
corner in the NFL.

From December 1, 2013 until he 
met Antonio Brown on December 
15, 2015, Harris went 35 games – 

including the playoffs – without 
giving up a touchdown. That is 
incredible consistency in the 

pass-happy NFL when cornerbacks 
are so often exposed.

The two-time Pro Bowler, 
twice a second-team 
All-Pro, was carrying a 
significant shoulder injury 
through last season’s 
playoffs yet was still in 
the thick of the action, 
recording 10 tackles  
in wins over the 
Pittsburgh Steelers  
and New England 
Patriots.

And in Super Bowl 50, Harris played 
a key role in Denver’s defence-led 
victory as he notched five tackles 
and a sack of Cam Newton, showing 
another string to his bow as a blitzer 
from the secondary.

With Harris excelling in press-
man coverage and proving to be 
extremely consistent, his form allows 
the Broncos to be aggressive in other 
areas of the field. He continually 
proves his worth on one of the 
league’s best defences and is well 
deserving of a spot in our T50.

CHRIS HARRIS JNR
49

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: CORNERBACK
Team: DENVER BRONCOS

NFL Seasons: 5
College: KANSAS

Date of Birth: JUNE 18, 1989
Height/Weight: 5ft 10ins/199lbs

Photos: CHRIS HUMPHREYS/USA TODAY SPORTS & ISIAH J DOW
NING/USA TODAY SPORTS
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IF you consider the primary job of a 
defence is to take the ball away from 
the offence, pencil in Kansas City 
Chiefs cornerback Marcus Peters as 
one of the most valuable players in 
the NFL.

Peters still gives up some big plays 
as he grows into the cornerback 
position, but this blossoming young 
star has already shown a real skill for 
intercepting passes and is not afraid 
to gamble on going in search of a 
turnover when the ball is in the  
air.

As a rookie, Peters turned heads 
throughout his first NFL training 
camp as he consistently intercepted a 
quarterback renowned for taking care 
of the football in Alex Smith.  
And he maintained that ability to 

create turnovers when the 
games started for real.

Peters recorded an 
NFL-leading eight 
interceptions in 2015 
and was one of three 
rookies voted to the 

Pro Bowl all-star 
game. He was also 
named second-team 
All-Pro, becoming 
immediately 
recognised as one of 
the best defensive 
backs in the league.

Athletic, swift 
and with that 
aforementioned 
nose for the 
football, Peters  

is a constant 

menace to opposing quarterbacks.  
In his opening five games of 2016,  
the second-round draft choice 
notched another five picks, giving him 
13 interceptions in his first 21 NFL 
regular-season games.

Such incredible ball-hawking 
prompted Pittsburgh Steelers 
quarterback Ben Roethlisberger  
to suggest that it seemed Peters,  
“Has the team’s offensive playbook.”

Having travelled from the mean 
streets of Oakland to the top of the 
NFL, Peters is just getting started. 
Fuelled with a liking for hard work 
and a deep affection for the game – 
as well as a fierce desire to succeed – 
the future certainly looks bright.

“I love football,” Peters admits.  
“I put my all into making it to the 
league and now every time I go onto 
the field I want to be the best I can be.”

Peters may have been challenged 
early in his career but expect that 
trend to halt soon – teams are quickly 
learning that throwing in his direction 
is a risky proposition indeed.

MARCUS PETERS
48

Marcus Peters 
is a phenomenal 
player. He catches 
every ball that is 
thrown his way”
Pittsburgh Steelers quarterback  
Ben Roethlisberger
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FAST  FACTS

Position: CORNERBACK
Team: KANSAS CITY CHIEFS

NFL Seasons: 2
College: WASHINGTON

Date of Birth: JANUARY 9, 1993
Height/Weight: 6ft/197lbs
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HE may have been left off the recent 
NFL Network Top 100 Players list 
– an omission he took as a sign of 
disrespect – but Bobby Wagner makes 
our Touchdown 50 as one of the most 
active middle linebackers in the game.

And Wagner’s typically busy start 
to the season, which has seen him 
flying around the ball and recording 
tackles, sacks and interceptions for 
the Seahawks, more than justifies the 
selection of an athlete many 
see as the key cog in one 
of the best defences in 
the league.

Even though he 
is only working his 
way through his fifth 
season, this athletic 
phenom already has 
well over 500 tackles 
to his name. He’s not 
the biggest for his 
position, but Wagner 
is one of the hungriest 
and most determined 
defenders in the  
NFL.

The value of this two-time  
Pro Bowler and All-Pro to the 
Seahawks has been clear to see.  
In 2013 – his second year in the NFL 
– he was a driving force with 120 
tackles, five sacks and an interception 
as Seattle powered their way to Super 
Bowl 48 before destroying the Denver 
Broncos in New York.

A year later, Wagner’s value was 
further underscored as the Seahawks 

made a return to the Super Bowl. 
After suffering a toe injury in 

Week 6, Wagner was out of 
action and the Seahawks 
went 3-3 in his absence, 
allowing 20.4 points per 
game. When Wagner 
returned for the stretch 

run, Seattle’s defence 
allowed a measly 6.5 

points per outing 
on a winning tear.

Seattle 
eventually lost 
Super Bowl 
49 to New 
England but 

Wagner played his part in their effort 
with 12 tackles and an interception. 
His 22 career tackles in the NFL title 
game are a Super Bowl record.

With superb vision, instincts and 
quickness, Wagner is rarely out 
of position. And this intense and 
always-fired-up defender hits with a 
viciousness that sends a message to 
the opposition.

Richard Sherman and Earl Thomas 
may get more headlines, but Wagner 
is absolutely essential to a defence 
that has led the league in each of his 
first four seasons in the NFL.

BOBBY WAGNER
47

Wagner 
has superb 
instincts – but 
his physicality, 
toughness and 
tenacity are 
what set him 
apart from most 
others at the 
position”
Former NFL scout and NFL 
Network analyst Bucky Brooks

Photos: BRACE HEMMELGARN/USA TODAY SPORTS & JEFF CURRY/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: MIDDLE LINEBACKER
Team: SEATTLE SEAHAWKS

NFL Seasons: 5
College: UTAH STATE

Date of Birth: JUNE 27, 1990
Height/Weight: 6ft 0ins/245lbs
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DAVID JOHNSON
IN the closing moments of a  
Week 5 win over San Francisco, 
Arizona Cardinals defensive back 
Tyrann Mathieu was caught on 
camera repeatedly shouting to fans 
in the stands: “That’s David Johnson – 
he’s the NFL’s next big thing!”

Mathieu was referring to his team-
mate and second-year running back, 
who had just enjoyed a big night 
against the 49ers, underlining his 
status as one of the most exciting and 
productive young players in the game.

Johnson was a third-round draft 
choice who wasted no time making 

his mark in the NFL. In his very first 
game, he took a Carson Palmer pass 
55 yards to the end zone, leaving 
defenders trailing in his wake.

That was a great start but more 
intriguing was how Johnson finished 
his rookie year. He rushed for 
442 yards in the last five games, 
including a dominant 187-yard, 
three-touchdown display against 
Philadelphia that showcased all of his 
skills.

Johnson is fast, can catch 
passes and score from 
anywhere on the field.  
But when called upon to do 
so, he can run over 
defenders and bring 
a physical element 
to his game.

Producing for 
the Cardinals has 
become the norm 
for Johnson, who 
topped 100 yards 
from scrimmage 
in every game in 
2016 at the time of 

writing this article (post-Week 6).  
The conversation in the last year-and-
a-half has gone from how Johnson 
can be incorporated into the line-up 
with other running backs in Arizona to 
discussions about him already being 
one of the best in the league at his 
position.

While the talk of his success 
continues to grow, Johnson remains a 
model professional, revealing: “I just 

make sure I’m doing what I can as 
far as route-wise and playbook-
wise. I keep up on my treatment 

and make sure my body is 
ready so if I do have a lot 

of carries, I can handle 
that.”

Given how he 
has started his NFL 

career, Johnson 
can expect to see 

plenty of carries 
going forward 
as one of the 

spectacular 
young stars 
in the league.

FAST  FACTS

Position: RUNNING BACK
Team: ARIZONA CARDINALS

NFL Seasons: 2
College: NORTHERN IOWA

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 16, 1991
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/224lbs
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David Johnson’s 
receiving and  
ball skills are 

second to none. 
He’s probably the 

best receiving back 
I’ve ever seen”

Arizona Cardinals general  
manager Steve Keim
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WHEN the Dallas Cowboys were on 
the clock in the opening round of 
the 2014 NFL Draft, they were under 
tremendous fan and media pressure 
to select Texas A&M quarterback 
Johnny Manziel. There was so much 
hype surrounding “Johnny Football” 
and the perceived wisdom was that 
Cowboys owner Jerry Jones would be 
unable to ignore the outside noise 
and would take a talented passer 
but one who came with his fair 
share of controversy, red flags 
and question marks.

But to the surprise of 
many, the Cowboys 
ignored Manziel and 
selected Notre Dame 
offensive lineman Zack 
Martin with their first 
pick of the leading 
college players across 
the United States.

In his first two 
full seasons, 
Martin never 
missed a game, 
was named 

to the NFL’s Pro Bowl all-star game 
and was voted a two-time All-Pro, 
which is the best of the best. He has 
already become the standard by 
which all future offensive guards will 
be measured. Manziel, conversely, 
struggled with the Cleveland Browns, 
has already been in rehab and is now 
out of the NFL altogether.

This powerhouse is rarely going to 
garner too many NFL headlines 
and you could argue that he 
plays one of the least exciting 

positions in the league when 
it comes to eye-catching 

moments. But the 310-
pound man mountain 
is actually one of the 
best in the game at 
one of the most 
important roles in 
the entire NFL. 

Left tackles 
get the big bucks 
for their work on 
the outside of the 

offensive line, but 
where is the quickest 

route for a defence looking to  
get pressure on a quarterback?  
It is in a straight line right up the 
middle and that makes Martin  
of paramount importance to his  
team.

Martin played tackle in college 
and that makes him extremely 
comfortable as a pass-protector, 
which is vital in today’s NFL given 
the prevalence of the aerial attacks 
around the league. But he brings a 
nasty edge to his run blocking and 
is a rock-solid member of the best 
offensive line in the NFL.

ZACK MARTIN
45

Zack is a little bit of a 
throwback. He reminds  
me of linemen who played  
25 years ago. He just has  
that way about him”
Dallas Cowboys head coach Jason Garrett

Photos: JEROME MIRON/USA TODAY SPORTS & TIM HEITMAN/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: GUARD
Team: DALLAS COWBOYS

NFL Seasons: 3
College: NOTRE DAME

Date of Birth: NOVEMBER 20, 1990
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/310lbs
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THE value that Michael Bennett brings 
to the Seattle Seahawks as one of the 
most disruptive defenders in the NFL 
cannot be understated.

On first and second down, 
Bennett is a regular defensive end, 
although there is very little that is 
ordinary about the play of this secret 
superstar. And on third down –  
or on plays when it is obvious that 
the offence is going to pass the ball 
– Bennett slides inside and plays 
defensive tackle, bringing fierce 
pressure right through the heart of 
the offensive line.

To offer such versatility is a rare 
thing, especially when the results 
are as productive as they have been 
with Bennett in Seattle. He is a key 
member of one of the best defences 
in the league and his pressure up 
front helps an already-talented 
secondary pick off wobbly passes 
from under-fire quarterbacks.

Bennett effectively fills two spots 
on the Seahawks roster and could 
play either of his positions full-time 

and remain one of the league’s more 
effective defenders. Which probably 
explains why he seems to be at 
constant loggerheads with the team 
and in search of a new and more 
lucrative contract.

The 2015 Pro Bowler comes from 
humble NFL beginnings. He was 
signed as an undrafted free agent  
by the Seahawks in 2009 but  
had been axed by that October.  
After making his NFL bones with 
Tampa Bay, Bennett became a free 
agent in 2013 and was soon back 
in the Pacific Northwest with the 
Seahawks.

He has been at his best in 
Seattle. When motivated and 
on his game, Bennett – a 
Super Bowl champion 
with the Seahawks 
during that 2013 
campaign - is close to 
unblockable. 

He boasts 
tremendous 
quickness to knife 

into the offensive backfield and 
make game-breaking plays, 
but is also stout enough to 
stand up and be counted 
against the run.

“That is down to good 
technique,” Bennett 
explains. “I just know 
how to leverage my 
body. I can stay lower 
than the offensive 
linemen and the low 
man usually wins in 
football.”

MICHAEL BENNETT
44

Michael Bennett is a really 
instrumental player for us. 
Without him we would not  

be the same team”
Seattle Seahawks head coach Pete Carroll
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: DEFENSIVE END
Team: SEATTLE SEAHAWKS

NFL Seasons: 8
College: TEXAS A&M

Date of Birth: NOVEMBER 13, 1985
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/274lbs
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NFL linebackers, by their very nature, 
tend to be a tough breed – and then 
there is Carolina Panthers defender 
Thomas Davis, who might just be the 
most tough-as-nails player the league 
has seen in a long time.

Davis is the only player in NFL 
history to overcome not one, not 
two, but three torn ACLs on the 
same knee and, despite having 
to overcome such setbacks 
in consecutive seasons, from 
2009 to 2011, he has become 
one of the best in the game.

But did Davis ever 
worry if he could 
make it back from 
such serious injuries? 
“Oh immediately,” 
the Pro Bowler notes 
to Touchdown. 
“When the third 
injury happened 
I didn’t think the 
team would take 
a chance on me. 
But the Panthers 
stuck with me 

and gave me all the motivation 
I needed. I was blessed to be in 
a situation where the team truly 
believed in me. I’m glad they did and 
it paid off. But it was certainly more 
of a mental challenge than a physical 
one.”

If that trifecta of serious injuries 
was not enough, Davis played in 

last season’s Super Bowl 50 loss 
to Denver with a broken arm. 
Despite having 11 screws and 
a metal plate in his right arm 

– broken just two weeks 
earlier – and it then 

being stitched up like 
an American football, 
Davis was in the thick 
of the action, bravely 
recording seven 
tackles in a losing 

cause.
But this is a 

defender who is 
about so much 
more than 
brawn and 
bravery. 

Teaming with Luke Kuechly, Davis is 
one half of the best linebacker double 
act in the NFL. And the success of the 
pair rests in their athletic nature,  
in rarely having to come off the field 
and in their unique ability to read 
where an offence is going with the 
football, get there in a hurry and 
deliver a bone-crunching hit.

Davis is showing no signs of slowing 
down in the twilight of his career 
and as you will see every time you 
watch Carolina in action, where this 
inspirational leader goes, the Panthers 
are guaranteed to follow.

THOMAS DAVIS
43

He’s a unique individual 
– there really is only one 
Thomas Davis”
Panthers head Coach Ron Rivera

Photos: MARK J REBILAS/USA TODAY SPORTS & RAFAEL SUANES/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: OUTSIDE LINEBACKER
Team: CAROLINA PANTHERS

NFL Seasons: 12 
College: GEORGIA

Date of Birth: MARCH 22, 1983
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/235lbs
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DeANDRE HOPKINS
AFTER a slow and frustrating start to 
the 2016 campaign, DeAndre Hopkins 
does not have the pure numbers this 
year to warrant a place on our T50 
list. But in terms of talent alone,  
this game-breaking Houston Texans 
wide receiver is one of the 
best around.

With Brock Osweiler 
struggling to adapt to 
life in Houston and the 
Texans’ offensive line 
injuries, the entire offence 
has been bogged down far 
too often this term. 
Hopkins caught 
just 36 passes 
for 390 yards and 
three touchdowns 
during the first seven 
games of 2016.

But we should not be 
ready to pull the plug on a 
player who was dominant in 
2015 and first showed us the 
chinks in the great Darrelle 
Revis’ armour by taking the 
all-star defensive back to 

school during a clash between the 
Texans and Jets last season.

Hopkins is a true number one 
who shone as Houston reached the 
playoffs. He caught 111 passes for 
1,521 yards and 11 touchdowns.  

It was his second straight 1,000-
yard season and resulted in a 
trip to the Pro Bowl and a  
self-proclamation that he is 
“The best receiver in the NFL.”

On the stopwatch, Hopkins 
is plenty fast enough but he 

won’t blow you away. 
But he has great game 
speed and can stretch 
a defence and get 
vertical. His size 
allows him to win 

physical battles with 
the defensive backs and 
his jump-ball skills are 
outstanding, allowing 
him to grab the pigskin 
at its highest point.

The additions of 
rookie wide receiver 
Will Fuller and veteran 

running back Lamar Miller were 
supposed to open things up for 
Hopkins, who often faces double-
teams as defensive coordinators try to 
take him out of the game plan.

That hasn’t happened at the level 
everyone was expecting and both 
Osweiler and Texans head coach  
Bill O’Brien have said they need to do 
a better job of getting the ball out to 
their star catcher.

When that happens consistently, 
the rest of the NFL will be reminded 
that Hopkins is one of the very best 
receivers in the league.

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: HOUSTON TEXANS

NFL Seasons: 4
College: CLEMSON

Date of Birth: JUNE 6, 1992
Height/Weight: 6ft 1 ins/215lbs
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When he goes up 
over the top of 
guys you can  
see his ball skills 
are freakish.  
He makes plays 
and you know 
he’s going to give  
you a long day”
Washington Redskins Pro Bowl 
cornerback Josh Norman
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Calais 
Campbell’s 

performances 
speak for 

themselves.  
He is a really 

nice player  
for us”

Arizona Cardinals head  
coach Bruce Arians

IF you monitor the chatter around 
the NFL and read a lot of scouting 
reports and profiles, you will not find 
Calais Campbell mentioned as one of 
the best defensive ends in the league. 
And you will be hard pushed to find 
him listed among the top defensive 
tackles.

And that is because this giant of 
a man is really neither one nor the 
other – he is able to move along  
the defensive line and make plays. 
While that is good for the Cardinals, it 
makes him harder to label and  

rank among players at a certain 
position.

We have no such limitations with 
the T50, however, and feel this is still 
one of the most impactful defenders 
in the game today. He is not about to 
race around the offensive tackle like 
Von Miller and unleash a spectacular 
high-speed collision, or start yapping 
away after an interception like Josh 
Norman, but Campbell is a player 
every opponent has to prepare for 
when facing the Cardinals.

The two-time Pro Bowler 
has rare movement skills 
for such a big man and can 
also play with tremendous 
leverage, getting under the 
shoulder pads of the offensive 
lineman and driving him 
into the backfield. 
That is pretty 
impressive when 
you are 6ft 8ins.

Hard to move off 
the line of scrimmage 
because of his bulk, 

Campbell can be a factor on running 
downs. But he also has enough 
speed and moves to pressure the 
quarterback and already has more 
than 50 NFL sacks to his name.

Arizona’s longest-serving defender 
doesn’t garner masses of attention on 
Sundays but he is hugely respected 
within the game, as Miami Dolphins 
Pro Bowl defensive tackle Ndamukong 
Suh explains: “A guy I really like is 

Calais Campbell, of the Cardinals. 
He has always been consistent 

and he definitely carries a 
big chunk of that team’s 
defence.”

This multi-purpose 
lineman is extremely driven 

and insists, “I want to be 
the most dominant 

player on the field 
every time I am 
out there.”

Campbell is 
not a million 

miles away  
from that goal.

CALAIS CAMPBELL
41

FAST  FACTS

Position: DEFENSIVE END
Team: ARIZONA CARDINALS

NFL Seasons: 9
College: MIAMI

Date of Birth: SEPTEMBER 1, 1986
Height/Weight: 6ft 8ins/300lbs

Photos: MATT KARTOZIAN /USA TODAY SPORTS & KYLE TERADA/USA TODAY SPORTS
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WITH an ability to out-jump 
defenders, reel in apparently 
uncatchable passes and sprint to the 
end zone, Allen Robinson is one of the 
most exciting wide receivers in the 
league and a star with a bright future.

Having recently turned 23, the 
tall and athletic pass-catcher is a 
key member of the Jacksonville 
Jaguars and has many highly 
productive years ahead.

Robinson showed flashes 
of being a true number-one 
receiver as a rookie, catching 
48 passes before suffering 
a season-ending leg injury 
in a loss to the Dallas 
Cowboys at Wembley 
Stadium in 2014.

But last season, “A-Rob” 
was at full speed and 
fulfilled all of his promised 
potential. He caught 80 
passes for 1,400 yards 
and 14 touchdowns 
en route to his first 
selection to the Pro 
Bowl all-star game. 

Robinson used his big frame 
and athletic leaping ability to catch 
difficult passes from quarterback 
Blake Bortles even when he was 
not open. Alongside Allen Hurns, 
Robinson became Jacksonville’s first 
1,000-yard receiver in a season since 
Jimmy Smith in 2005.

All three of those young stars in 
Jacksonville are intent on shining 

brighter than ever in 2016 and 
have the Jags being discussed 
as one of the league’s 
potential feel-good stories.

“We have that hunger 
to go to the next 

level,” Robinson tells 
Touchdown. “We’ve 
seen the high levels 

we can reach on 
offence and we want 

to improve on 
that. For me, the 
game has really 
slowed down. 
I’ve been able to 

get stronger and 
faster and that’s why 

you see me making so many big plays 
downfield.

“We’re going to continue to work 
hard. I think we have much higher 
expectations of ourselves than anyone 
else might have. We want to continue 
our ascent.”

The exciting thing about Robinson 
is that, in year three, he is only just 
scratching the surface in terms of 
potential. But there is no doubt he 
deserves his place at the top table of 
NFL receivers and is a player we are 
going to talk about for much of the 
next decade.

ALLEN ROBINSON
40

Allen Robinson is going to 
be a beast for a long time.  
I love the way he plays and  
I love his confidence”
Former NFL Hall of Fame wide receiver Michael Irvin
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS

NFL Seasons: 3
College: PENN STATE

Date of Birth: AUGUST 24, 1993
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/218lbs
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Photos: AARON DOSTER/USA TODAY SPORTS & MARK J REBILAS/USA TODAY SPORTS

GENO ATKINS is a man of few words 
away from the gridiron but when he 
straps on his helmet and shoulder 
pads, his level of play screams in your 
face!

Quick as a flash and country-strong, 
Atkins is a tough proposition for 
offensive linemen and there is no real 
way to neutralise his threat. That can 
even be a problem during training 
with his own team, as Touchdown 
witnessed first-hand in Ohio this 
summer – Atkins blew up play 
after play in Cincinnati’s 
training camp and made 
life very hard indeed for 
an offence led by Andy 
Dalton.

It is the same for the 
opposition when the 
Bengals take to the field 
on Sundays, 
especially 
now 
Atkins 
is back 
to full 

health after tearing knee ligaments 
midway through the 2013 campaign. 
It took all of 2014 for Atkins to return 
to his very best but when he arrived 
at that level the following year, he 
wreaked havoc on the rest of the NFL 
and recorded 11 sacks on the way to 
a fourth Pro Bowl visit.

The two-time All-Pro “ruins people’s 
days”, according to Buffalo Bills  
Pro Bowl guard Richie Incognito. 
Atkins is super-quick at the snap, uses 

his hands well and is slippery 
enough to slide between two 

blockers and make plays in 
the backfield.

While he is not the 
biggest of defensive 
linemen, Atkins uses his 
relatively short frame to 
get under the pads of the 

offensive lineman and is one 
of the strongest 

defenders in 
the game.  
His bull-rush 
(a move in 

which a defender simply pushes the 
lineman backwards) is one of the best 
in the NFL. 

Bengals team-mate and offensive 
tackle Andrew Whitworth explains: 
“When he rushes like that, you’re 
going to go backwards. It’s just a 
matter of how long you can last.”

Like so many of the best defenders 
in the NFL today and in history, Atkins 
is fuelled by a relentless desire to 
succeed – and to sack quarterbacks. 
Just don’t expect too much bragging 
once he gets the job done.

GENO ATKINS
39 

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: DEFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: CINCINNATI BENGALS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: GEORGIA

Date of Birth: MARCH 28, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/300lbs

Geno Atkins is the silent 
assassin. He’s not going 
to say much but he’s going 
to go out there and make 
dominating plays”
Cincinnati Bengals defensive end Carlos Dunlap
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BUILT like a linebacker but with the 
ability to cover receivers downfield 
like a defensive back, Kam Chancellor 
is the defence’s answer to the 
mismatches popping up around the 
NFL. In the ever-evolving battle of wits 
between the offence and defence, 
Chancellor is a nice chess piece to 
have in your arsenal - oh, and this 
chess piece hits like a train and enjoys 
dishing out punishment!

Some suggest that Chancellor’s 
skills are declining and he was 
recently labelled the most overrated 
player in the NFL (by CBS Sports’ Pete 
Prisco). But his importance remains 
clear to see. With Earl Thomas 
roaming deep in centre field 
and protecting the back end, 
Chancellor is able to fulfil 
his role as one of the most 
physical defensive backs in 
the game.

While his coverage skills 
may have slipped 
a percentage 
point or two, 
Chancellor 

impacts the game by taking out 
receivers who cross the middle or by 
plugging up an opponent’s rushing 
attack near the line of scrimmage.

Chancellor is an NFL long shot who 
made good. The lowly fifth-round 
draft choice has earned four trips to 
the Pro Bowl, has twice been named 
All-Pro and has played in two Super 
Bowls.

The first of his two title game 
appearances was perhaps 
Chancellor’s finest hour as Seattle 
romped to a 43-8 hammering of 
Denver in Super Bowl 48. Early in the 
game, Chancellor delivered a monster 

hit on 6ft 3ins, 229lb receiver 
Demaryious Thomas, insisting 
he wanted to “make a play on 
him and be physical.”

Chancellor relished that 
play because earlier during 
Super Bowl week, Thomas 

had stated that 
he enjoyed 

contact 
and didn’t 
fear 

the “Legion of Boom”, the collective 
moniker for the Seahawks defensive 
backs. With a glint in his eye and steel 
in his heart, Chancellor duly obliged 
with a tackle that set the tone for  
an old-school NFC Super Bowl 
beatdown.

He ended the day with nine tackles 
and an interception and should 
have been the game’s Most Valuable 
Player. While Thomas has never quite 
been the same when facing physical 
defences after that hit, Chancellor 
remains a key player in Seattle and 
one of the NFL’s true enforcers.

KAM CHANCELLOR
38

Kam is just a special 
talent. He is the best 
at what he does and  
he is everything to us.  
He’s the captain of  
our team and we’re 
lucky to have him”
Seahawks defensive end Michael Bennett
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: SAFETY
Team: SEATTLE SEAHAWKS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: VIRGINIA TECH

Date of Birth: APRIL 3, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/225lbs



 TOP 50 PLAYERS IN THE GAME TODAY TOUCHDOWNMAG.CO.UK 55

DUBBED the biggest superstar in 
Dallas since the days of Super Bowl-
winning great and Hall-of-Famer 
Emmitt Smith, Dez Bryant is one of 
the very best wide receivers in the 
NFL.

Big and fast, Bryant is a game-
breaker who ticks every box 
when it comes to what you want 
from an elite receiver. The two-
time Pro Bowl all-star has sure 
hands and is a run-after-the-
catch threat.

But where Bryant really 
comes into his own is 
in reeling in spectacular 
catches. To watch Bryant 
outmuscle a defensive back 
and snag a jump ball is a 
thing of beauty.

“The jump ball is a big 
part of my game,” Bryant 
tells Touchdown. “It is 
something I have been 
doing since I was a 
little kid playing this 
game. Making those 

kind of catches is something my 
team can feed off – if you have a size 
advantage, you use all of that and 
make sure you come down with that 
ball.”

When healthy, Bryant is a 
dominant force who rightly feels 
he is an elite player. He recorded 
three straight 1,000-yard 
seasons from 2012-2014 and led 

the NFL with 16 receiving 
touchdowns in 2014.

His production dipped 
a little in 2015 as a foot 
injury restricted him to 
just nine games, many 
of those being without 
the injured Tony 
Romo, but Bryant 
is now back to his 
very best and is a 
weekly problem for 

defenders.
And while he is 

still prone to the 
occasional emotional 
outburst, Bryant’s 

passion comes from a good place –  
a fierce desire to triumph.

“It’s all about winning,” Bryant 
concludes. “I think a lot of guys in the 
media look at me the wrong way –  
it’s their job to make a story. I just care 
what my team-mates think and they 
know it’s all positive. A lot of guys on 
our team feed off it and they love it.

“I’m going to continue to try to 
boost them because I feel like we 
need it. I love bringing passion and 
hard work to my team. We’re just 
trying to win.”

DEZ BRYANT

Dez is a great player who has a 
great personality. His attitude 

and approach to the game is 
infectious. It just rubs off on 

the rest of the team”
Cowboys quarterback Tony Romo

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: DALLAS COWBOYS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: OKLAHOMA STATE

Date of Birth: NOVEMBER 4, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft 2ins/220lbs
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SCOUTS of the NFL be warned – size 
and arm strength are not the be-all 
and end-all of playing quarterback at 
an extremely high level.

Drew Brees, of the New Orleans 
Saints, is listed as 6ft in the NFL 
Record and Fact Book but that’s 
probably being kind to one of  
the smaller passers in the league. 
And Brees doesn’t boast the strongest 
of arms, getting by instead on 
football smarts, accuracy and 
impeccable timing.

There have been literally 
dozens of quarterbacks 
boasting superior size and 
arm strength to Brees 
since he entered the 
NFL in 2001 – but the 
vast majority are not 
even fit to lace this 
nine-time Pro Bowler’s 
boots.

Brees played the 
first five years of 
his career in San 
Diego but was 
deemed surplus 

to requirements after suffering a 
shoulder injury at the end of the 
2005 campaign. The Chargers turned 
to Philip Rivers and Brees – with his 
career hanging in the balance –  
was forced to find a new team.

The Miami Dolphins kicked the 
tyres on Brees but were worried 
about his shoulder and went, instead, 
with Daunte Culpepper. Once the rest 

of the NFL stopped laughing, that 
prompted a quick move by the 
Saints, who reaped the benefits 
of grabbing Brees by winning 
a Super Bowl with him during 

the 2009 season.
Brees’ production 

has been historic 
in New Orleans. 
He has gone 10 
straight seasons 
with at least 4,000 
passing yards and 
has gone over 
the monumental 
5,000-yard 
milestone on four 

occasions. His six 

seasons leading the league in passing 
yards are an all-time record.

In recent years, the Saints have 
fallen on hard times with one of the 
worst defences in recent NFL history 
heaping even more pressure on 
Brees to succeed each week. And yet 
this intelligent student of the game 
remains as productive as ever, even in 
the twilight of a Hall of Fame career.

There are not too many sure things 
in the NFL, but one thing that you can 
rely on is big yardage and picture-
perfect throws from Brees until the 
day he retires. He is a class act.

DREW BREES
36

Drew Brees is the 
ultimate example of 
a great quarterback 

in the NFL. If you 
want to play receiver 
in the NFL, you want 

Drew Brees as the 
guy under centre”

Saints wide receiver Michael Thomas
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: NEW ORLEANS SAINTS

NFL Seasons: 16
College: PURDUE

Date of Birth: JANUARY 15, 1979
Height/Weight: 6ft 0ins/209lbs
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THERE is a new star set to shine in 
the NFL and his name is Jordan Reed. 
After two injury-slowed seasons to 
start his NFL career, the Washington 
Redskins tight end emerged as a 
serious player in 2015, catching 
87 passes for 952 yards and 
11 scores. If he builds 
on that showing in the 
right way in 2016, the 
fast and athletic Jordan 
will become one of the 
best in that role in the 
business.

The tight end 
position is rising in 
prominence in the NFL 
and Reed epitomises the 
new breed in that area. If 
you like your tight ends built 
in the traditional mould and 
want a blocker and a receiver, 
Reed might not be your guy.

But if you want a speedy game-
breaker who can put stress on a 
defence, this former college wide 
receiver from Florida ticks every 

box. He is too strong to be covered 
by a cornerback and too quick for 
linebackers and safeties.

The Redskins certainly felt good 
about their rising star and locked 

him up for the foreseeable 
future with a five-year, $50m 

contract extension during 
the off-season.

“From a recognition 
point of view it felt 

great to know 
that all the hard 
work didn’t go 
unseen,” Reed 
confesses to 

Touchdown.  
“I was able to make 

some plays last year and 
for the coaches to reward 

me like that just means a lot 
to me.”

Redskins tight ends coach 
Wes Phillips feels 
that Reed can 
become one of 
the most exciting 

players in the NFL this season and can 
be a key part of Washington’s attack. 

Achieving that status is something 
Reed feels is within his grasp as he 
states: “I feel like I can make plays 
out there definitely and help the team 
win. I’m just going to keep trying my 
hardest and keep getting better every 
week.

“It’s a good time to be a tight end 
in the NFL. It’s not like the old days 
where all we used to do was block all 
the time. We get to catch passes now 
so that’s definitely a good thing.”

JORDAN REED

Jordan Reed is one of 
Washington’s best players.  
He makes plays downfield  
and is a crafty route-runner.  
He does so many things well”
New England Patriots head coach Bill Belichick

Photos: TOMMY GILLIGAN/USA TODAY SPORTS & KAMIL KRZACZYNSKI/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: TIGHT END
Team: WASHINGTON REDSKINS

NFL Seasons: 4
College: FLORIDA

Date of Birth: JULY 3, 1990
Height/Weight: 6ft 2ins/246lbs
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A CHANGE can be as good as a rest, 
according to the old adage – and that 
certainly proved to be the case for 
tight end Greg Olsen when he was 
traded from the Chicago Bears to the 
Carolina Panthers in 2011.

Olsen was a decent tight end in  
his first four NFL seasons with the 
Bears but has taken his game to  
new heights since moving to Charlotte 
and is now making his way up the  
all-time top 10 charts as one of 
the most productive players at his 
position in league history.

Closing in on 600 career catches, 
7,000 yards and with more than 50 
receiving touchdowns already 
in the record books, Olsen is 
one of the more consistent 
yet underrated players in the 
league.

The former first-round 
draft choice has been 
Carolina’s best receiving 
option since he joined 
the team and he has 
produced back-to-back 
1,000-yard seasons and 
consecutive trips to the Pro 
Bowl. Those efforts marked 
just the seventh time in 
NFL history that a tight end 
had recorded 1,000 yards in 
successive seasons. And his 
level-headed approach to the 
game makes him an asset in 
the huddle and in the locker 
room.

“I think playing in the NFL  
is about being consistent,  
being durable and playing in a 

lot of games,” Olsen states. “It’s not 
always about being the flashiest guy 

or the loudest guy – it’s about 
being a guy the team can rely on 
to show up and play.”

Sure-handed, smart and 
tough (he hasn’t missed 
a start since his rookie 

year of 2007 in Chicago), 
Olsen is sneaky quick 

and often gets 
himself wide open 
without ever really 
looking like he 

has hit top speed. 
He has become the 

ultimate comfort blanket 
for star quarterback Cam 
Newton and deserves a 
lot more attention and 
plaudits than are currently 
being thrown his way.

Praise and positions 
on all-time charts are 

“not a huge priority” for this model 
professional but, rest assured, he is 
one of the very best in NFL history.

GREG OLSEN

Greg Olsen deserves a 
lot of credit and he’s the 

biggest threat  
on Carolina’s team. 

You’d think it would be 
simple: just stop Greg 
Olsen. But you can’t”

Former Pro Bowl tight end Tony Gonzalez
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FAST  FACTS

Position: TIGHT END
Team: CAROLINA PANTHERS

NFL Seasons: 10
College: MIAMI

Date of Birth: MARCH 11, 1985
Height/Weight: 6ft 5ins/255lbs
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WITH outstanding quickness at the 
snap of the ball, Gerald McCoy is one 
of the best interior pass-rushers in 
the NFL. But could he be one of the 
last of a dying breed?

McCoy is a textbook, three-
technique defensive tackle –  
that means he is charged with 
attacking one gap in the offensive line 
as part of a four-man defensive front. 
His main task is to rip through a hole 
in the offence and create havoc in the 
backfield.

But with more NFL teams moving 
towards three-man fronts, the 
three technique is becoming 
less and less popular around 
the league. But among 
those still making an 
impact, McCoy is one of 
the very best around and 
is a force to be reckoned 
with every Sunday 
afternoon.

“I enjoy playing 
three 
technique 
and 

all I ever want to play is that three 
technique,” McCoy insists.

McCoy does not have a wide range 
of moves to get past the offensive 
lineman in front of him, but he 
actually doesn’t need too many. His 
speed is enough of a weapon because 
he can outspeed the interior offensive 
linemen charged with trying to slow 
his progress to the quarterback.

McCoy’s production has been 
impressive. He has recorded at least 
eight-and-a-half sacks in each of 
the last three seasons and in 2015, 

despite playing much of the 
year with a torn rotator cuff 

and breaking his hand in 
November, McCoy was 
voted to his fourth  
Pro Bowl.

It’s that kind of 
form that makes 
the Buccaneers feel 
fortunate to have McCoy 

as their 
defensive 
captain. 
When 

he is not skipping around offensive 
guards with his cat-quick skills, McCoy 
is using his strength to push the 
pocket and create pressure in the face 
of the quarterback.

Buccaneers quarterback Jameis 
Winston says: “When I see what 
Gerald does on the field, I’m glad  
I only have to practice against  
him.”

McCoy – who is a big fan of the 
superhero, The Hulk – plays like he 
has his own superpowers on Sundays 
and should continue to feast on NFL 
quarterbacks for years to come.

GERALD McCOY
33

It’s scary how quick  
he jumps off the ball.  
It’s like he knows  
the snap count of  
the offence”
Former Tampa Bay Buccaneers safety Major Wright

Photos: KIM KLEMENT/USA TODAY SPORTS & AARON DOSTER/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: DEFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: OKLAHOMA

Date of Birth: FEBRUARY 25, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/300lbs
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FROM the moment he stepped onto 
his first NFL practice field in the 
spring of 2014, Derek Carr looked like 
he belonged at the highest level.

The Raiders had invested heavily in 
Matt Schaub but it was clear as the 
summer progressed that Carr was 
the better of the two passers and 
the one with significantly greater 
potential. The rookie second-
round draft choice started 
from day one.

Carr has gone from 
strength to strength 
since becoming the 
starter, consistently 
improving his 
quarterback rating 
and performances 
along the way.  
He has enjoyed 
a very good 
start to the 2016 
season and has 
helped make the 
Raiders relevant again for 
the first time in a very long 
while.

With the tremendous zip he can 
put on his passes, Carr has the arm 
strength to get the ball to any area of 
the field. His mobility is decent and 
his passes are on time and on target.

But what really makes Carr exciting 
to watch is that he possesses that 
‘never knows when he is beaten’ gene 
that has summed up so many of the 

NFL’s great quarterbacks over the 
years. Carr has some gunslinger 
in him and has clearly been 
influenced by his hero, former 
Green Bay legend Brett Favre, 

who also wore the number 
four shirt.

A perfect example 
of Carr’s willingness 
to drag his team to 
victory came in Week 

4 of this season with 
the Raiders on the 
road and facing 
the undefeated 
Baltimore Ravens.

Carr was excellent 
all day and his third 
touchdown pass was a 

thing of beauty as he split the safeties 
with a dart to Michael Crabtree. 
But somehow, some way, the shine 
came off the rest of the Raiders in 
the second half and they were facing 
defeat as Baltimore moved ahead late 
in the game.

But Carr was having none of it and 
led from the front, firing a brilliant 
game-winning touchdown pass to 
Crabtree. That single 13-yard strike 
showcased all of Carr’s skills in one 
play – arm strength, accuracy, just 
enough touch and the courage to go 
for it all with the game on the line.

DEREK CARR
32

Derek has done a 
tremendous job and 

I like the way he 
plays. They call him a 

gunslinger but I would 
say he is more polished 

than that. I like to 
watch him play”

Hall of Fame quarterback Brett Favre

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: OAKLAND RAIDERS

NFL Seasons: 3 
College: FRESNO STATE

Date of Birth: MARCH 28, 1991
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/215lbs
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BIG men are not supposed to move as 
quickly as Fletcher Cox – the Pro Bowl 
all-star defensive tackle. And don’t 
even get us started on the power 
produced from his 310-pound frame!

A heady mix of athleticism, speed 
and strength has made Cox one of 
the most feared defenders in today’s 
NFL and is a major reason the Eagles 
signed their former first-round draft 
choice to a contract extension worth 
$103m this summer.

Cox has the speed to knife into the 
opposing backfield and unleash pain 

on quarterbacks and running backs. 
And if offensive linemen do get in 
his way, the former Mississippi State 
product tosses them aside like rag 
dolls before racing to the unfortunate 
soul with the football.

As magnetic and inspiring as he 
is in the Eagles’ locker room, Cox is 
equally dominant on the gridiron.

No wonder the Eagles gave him 
the most guaranteed money of 
any defensive tackle in NFL 
history when he inked that well-
publicised contract extension 
in June. That came after a 2015 
campaign in which Cox 
recorded career highs 
with 71 tackles, 
nine-and-a-half 
sacks and 
three forced 
fumbles.

Even with 
that career year 
under his belt and 
$63m of that $103m 
already guaranteed and 

on its way to his bank account, Cox 
is not about to slow down. He was 
influential in Philadelphia’s strong 
start to the 2016 campaign and looks 
like he will thrive for years to come in 
Jim Schwartz’s four-man front.

“We can still be better,” Cox insists. 
“We can grow. We’re not comfortable 
– nobody on this team is patting 
themselves on the back.”

With his reputation growing, 
Cox has been making players 
and coaches around the league 
sit up and take notice. Two of 

the finest defensive minds  
in recent NFL history – 

New England Patriots 
head coach Bill Belichick 
and Buffalo Bills head 
coach Rex Ryan – are 
big fans of his game 
and feel he is one of  
the best defensive 
tackles in the entire 
league. Who are we to 
argue with the likes of 
Belichick and Ryan?

FLETCHER COX

FAST  FACTS

Position: DEFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: PHILADELPHIA EAGLES

NFL Seasons: 5
College: MISSISSIPPI STATE

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 13, 1990
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/310lbs
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Fletcher Cox is a great player. You have to be  
impressed by him. He ate my lunch when we played against  
them and I’m man enough to admit it. He beat me cleanly”
Buffalo Bills Pro Bowl offensive lineman Richie Incognito

Photos: ERIC HARTLINE/USA TODAY SPORTS
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Suh is an extremely hard 
worker and that shows up in 

games. You have to stay up 
at night and figure out how 
you’re going to block him”

Former Miami Dolphins head coach Joe Philbin
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YOU would think that living near the 
beaches of South Florida would be 
enough to chill out any man, yet a 
move to the Miami Dolphins last year 
has done nothing to calm Ndamukong 
Suh – he remains one of the most 
intense defenders in the game.

During his seven years in the NFL 
with the Detroit Lions and now the 
Dolphins, Suh has put his unique 
physical skills to good use and has 
earned a reputation as an offence-
wrecking interior pass-rusher.

But he has also been known to 

play right on the edge of the rules, 
occasionally stamping on the head 
of an opponent or body-slamming a 
quarterback to the ground after the 
whistle. He has racked up more than 
$200,000-worth of fines and has been 
dubbed, “The dirtiest player in the 
NFL.”

“If you want to be one of the 
best and take your game to 
another level, you need to 
have great intensity,” Suh 
tells Touchdown. “There is 
some form of intensity in 
all sports but it is very 
important to the 
game of American 
football.

“It’s about having 
a competitive 
edge and 
wanting to do 
whatever I can 
to help my team 
win. When you 
go inside those 
white lines, it’s 

no holds barred and there are no 
friends out there.”

Suh faces constant double-teams 
but the two blockers tasked with 
keeping him quiet fail all too often. 
The giant defender is strong and 
effective against the run but really 
comes into his own when hunting 

down quarterbacks.
The man whose first name 

translates into “House 
of Spears” in the native 
language of Cameroon, is 
more than happy to take on 

that task.
“The NFL is 

big on passing,” 
explains the four-
time All-Pro. “The 

quarterbacks are the 
crown jewels and the 
prized people. It’s 

my job to take them 
down off of that throne. 
It’s always fun and you 
can make a name for 
yourself if you are able 

NDAMUKONG SUH
30

FAST  FACTS

Position: DEFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: MIAMI DOLPHINS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: NEBRASKA

Date of Birth: JANUARY 6, 1987
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/320lbs
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A SERIOUS knee injury may have 
robbed the Minnesota Vikings of 
their primary offensive weapon 
until December, but that should 
not take away from just how great 
Adrian Peterson has been during his 
glittering story so far.

And that pedigree and longevity 
in the game is why he remains in 
our top 50. “All Day” has been an 
unstoppable force for much of a 
career that has seen him record seven 
1,000-yard seasons, win three NFL 
rushing titles and be named 
to seven Pro Bowl all-star 
games. 

Peterson has a unique 
skill-set in that he is capable 
of running over defenders or 
can just as easily make 
a quick jump-cut to 
the outside and 
then out-sprint 
defensive backs 
to the end zone. 
Those rare, future 
Hall-of-Fame 
skills have 

allowed AP to gain 11,725 rushing 
yards, score 97 running touchdowns 
and average a whopping 4.9 yards per 
carry.

While he has yet to win a Super 
Bowl, Peterson is continually 
chasing that dream and is intent on 
cementing his place in NFL history 
before he retires.

“It will be tremendous to be 
remembered as an all-time great,” 
Peterson enthuses to Touchdown. 
“What other reason is there to play 

this game? The ultimate reason is 
to win a championship – after 
that, you get the individual 
accolades that you are able 
to accumulate over the 

years. And right there 
under winning a 

championship is to 
be the best player  
to ever play the 
game.

“Anyone who is 
playing this game 

should look 
at it that way 

or you’re just cheating yourself. I’m 
always looking at ways I can improve. 
The top has no ceiling so I can always 
get better.”

As Peterson works his way back 
from his knee injury, we should never 
doubt this Viking’s ability to overcome 
adversity. He tore knee ligaments  
in December 2011 but was in the  
line-up at the start of the 2012 
campaign and rampaged through 
the league to the tune of 2,097 yards 
– just eight short of Eric Dickerson’s 
long-standing record set in 1984.

Write this great off at your peril!

ADRIAN PETERSON
29

Adrian is a freak.  
He is hands down  
the best player I have 
ever been on the field 
with and blocking for 
him is so much fun. 
He is a highlight  
reel every week”
Vikings offensive tackle Matt Kalil

Photos: AARON DOSTER/USA TODAY SPORTS & BRAD REMPEL/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: RUNNING BACK
Team: MINNESOTA VIKINGS

NFL Seasons: 10
College: OKLAHOMA

Date of Birth: MARCH 21, 1985
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/220lbs
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If you’re a guard in 
the NFL and you don’t 

watch film on Marshal 
Yanda, you’re crazy. 

He is one of the  
best in the game”
Carolina Panthers guard Trai Turner
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AT first glance you would consider 
Marshal Yanda to be a giant of a man, 
but he is relatively small by today’s 
NFL standards. But this ‘mere’ 305-
pound guard just happens to be one 
of the very best in the business and 
one of the greatest athletes in the 
NFL today, regardless of position.

Playing with the kind of nastiness 
that is absolutely essential to survive 
in the bear pit that is an NFL line 
of scrimmage, Yanda has been a 
key player for the Ravens for the 
past decade. With tremendous 

strength, the five-time Pro Bowler is a 
devastating run-blocker who destroys 
defenders who dare to get in his way.

The two-time All-Pro is equally 
adept at the crucial pass protection 
required to keep quarterback 
Joe Flacco upright. On 740 pass-
protection snaps in 2015, Yanda 
gave up just half a sack. Penalty 
flags are often a good indication 
of how much pressure an 
offensive lineman is under each 
week and throughout the 
entire 2015 campaign, 
Yanda was flagged just 
one time.

While we may have 
built Yanda up as 
something of an over-
aggressive brute who 
shoves opponents 
around for a living 
(which he kind of is),  
it should be noted that 
he is also one of the 
greatest technicians 
in the game and he 

uses his hands to an elite level in the 
up-close-and-personal battles at the 
line of scrimmage.

Yanda is the epitome of the strong, 
silent type as he opines: “You have to 
keep your head down, stay quiet and 
do your job. You just have to produce 

on the field and keep your mouth 
quiet. You have to do everything 

the right way.”
Yanda has been doing 

everything the right way for  
10 years and is showing 

no signs of slowing 
down as the veteran 
leader of a reshaped 
and younger 
Baltimore offensive 
line. Strong in all 
aspects of the 
game and with 
the right attitude 
to continue 

grinding, this is an 
elite player, if not 
quite a household 
name.

MARSHAL YANDA
28

FAST  FACTS

Position: GUARD
Team: BALTIMORE RAVENS

NFL Seasons: 10
College: IOWA

Date of Birth: SEPTEMBER 15, 1984
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/305lbs
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ERIC BERRY’S inspirational comeback 
from cancer to return to the very top 
of the NFL tree is always going to 
garner headlines because it serves as 
a testament to the human spirit and is 
a feel-good story of epic proportions.

Berry was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma in December 2014, and 
obviously missed the remainder of 
that season. He handled his 
illness with courage and class, 
went through chemotherapy 
sessions in the off-season 
and returned to both full 
health and top form in 2015.

The hard-hitting 
yet athletic and 
ball-hawking 
defensive back 
celebrated 
being cancer 
free in true 
style that year, 
recording two 
interceptions 
and 61 tackles 
that barely 
told half the 

tale of how dominant he was upon his 
return. He was voted to the Pro Bowl 
for the fourth time in his career,  
was named All-Pro – for the second 
time – and the NFL’s Comeback Player 
of the Year.

It was an incredible story in its own 
right, but we should never let that 
divert our attention from the fact 

that Berry is one of the finest 
defenders in the NFL and a 

versatile safety who can do 
it all on the football field.

A player like Tyrann 
Mathieu gets a lot of 

plaudits for his 
versatility in 

Arizona, but 
the same has 
to be said for 
Berry, who 

is constantly 
moving 
around on the 
defensive side 
of the ball. He 
can play the 
deep middle, 

line up in the slot and cover a receiver 
or tight end, and he more than holds 
up his end of the deal in run support.

Equally comfortable in man or zone 
coverage, there is no task that Berry 
is unable to handle. His clock speed 
is never going to wow but he is plenty 
fast enough on gamedays and moves 
with athletic ease. His body has been 
through a great deal in the past two 
years, but Berry is not one to shy 
away from contact and he brings a 
physicality to the role.

Berry remains an integral part of a 
tough Kansas City defence.

ERIC BERRY
27

The way Eric Berry covers receivers 
and the way he hits guys over the 
middle, he is one of the top safeties 
in the league. I’m happy he has the 
opportunity to play again”
Pittsburgh Steelers wide receiver Darrius Heyward-Bey

Photos: TROY TAORMINA/USA TODAY SPORTS & JEFF CURRY/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: SAFETY
Team: KANSAS CITY CHIEFS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: TENNESSEE

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 29, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft/212lbs
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JOE THOMAS
WHILE the Cleveland Browns have 
become the punchline for far too 
many jokes as one of the worst teams 
in recent NFL history, offensive tackle 
Joe Thomas has been one of the few 
shining lights in a sea of misery and 
darkness.

In a league where offensive 
tackles are challenged every 
week by athletic pass-rushers, 
Thomas has carved out a 
reputation as one of the 
game’s very best players. 
He has been the model of 
reliability, reaching nine  
Pro Bowl all-star games in a 
row and being named All-Pro 
(the best of the NFL’s best)  
on six occasions.

And because he plays for 
a perennial struggler in the 
Browns, Thomas has often 
been dubbed the greatest 
player in NFL history never 
to make the playoffs. That 
alone makes his weekly 
contributions to the Browns 
all the more amazing – 

instead of sulking about the fact the 
rest of that invariably dismal team is 
not playing anywhere near his elite 
level, Thomas quietly goes about his 
business and has become one of the 
locker-room leaders in Cleveland.

Thomas has also become one of 
the most felt-sorry-for players in the 

NFL and every time the league’s 
trade deadline rolls around, 
fans across America seem to 
hope for the 10-year veteran’s 
escape from Cleveland to 
come via a last-minute deal.

Thomas has 
reportedly come close 

to being dealt to 
another team in 
previous years, but 
insists he is happy 
in Cleveland:  
“I’m not a quitter 
and I’m not a guy 
who gives up on my 
goals. And my goal 

is to be part of the 
turnaround here and 
that hasn’t changed.”

Browns head coach Hue Jackson 
has a long rebuilding job ahead of 
him but he knows the left tackle spot 
is secure. Since being drafted in the 
first round in 2007, Thomas has not 
missed an offensive snap for the 
Browns – an incredible streak in such 
a physical sport.

He may not have a Super Bowl  
ring or a playoff appearance to 
his name, but Thomas can at least 
console himself with the fact he is 
universally admired and respected - 
and is well on his way to the Hall of 
Fame.

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: OFFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: CLEVELAND BROWNS

NFL Seasons: 10
College: WISCONSIN

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 4, 1984
Height/Weight: 6ft 6ins/312lbs

26

Joe Thomas is the best 
left tackle in the game. 
He is overlooked because 
he plays in Cleveland but 
he doesn’t give up sacks 
or get holding calls”
Former NFL running back and current  
NFL

 
Network analyst Maurice Jones-Drew
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WHEN you look at defensive 
alignments in today’s NFL, you will 
often see teams playing two safeties 
deep to cover the centre and either 
side of the field. In years gone by, 
there was a clear delineation between 
the free safety who covered the 
centre field and the strong safety, 
who was bigger and more of a 
thumper, making plays near the 
line of scrimmage. But often 
in the modern, pass-heavy 
NFL, it is hard to tell who is 
a free safety and who is a 
strong safety.

Not in Seattle.  
The Seahawks have 
long had one of the 
best defences in 
the league and their 
“Legion of Boom” 
secondary is held 
together by Earl Thomas, 
who is one of the best 
and most athletic 
players in the NFL.

Seattle’s defensive 
scheme hinges on 

Thomas’ skills. With him roaming the 
back end and breaking up big plays, 
Kam Chancellor is able to wreak his 
own unique kind of havoc near the 
line of scrimmage and outstanding 
cornerbacks like Richard Sherman 
benefit from knowing there is an 
athletic and playmaking comfort 
blanket just behind them.

While Sherman gets the 
headlines much of the time  
in Seattle, make no mistake – 
Earl Thomas is the leader  
of the unit and the glue  

that holds the  
defence together. 
Few defenders in 
the NFL cover as 
much ground, make 

as many big plays 
(five interceptions 
in 2015) and 
have the same 
combination 
of smarts and 

physicality.
Thomas is a 

thinker who is rarely out 

of position thanks to his outstanding 
athletic skills. But when you ask this 
defender about hitting receivers, you 
can feel the warmth from the fire in 
his belly. Thomas is also as physical as 
they come at the free safety position 
and if asked, he could fulfil the role 
of strong safety even with his fairly 
limited size.

In the prime of his career, Thomas 
has the skills to add to an already-
glittering collection that includes five 
Pro Bowl honours, four All-Pro awards 
and one Super Bowl crown. Don’t 
expect a dip in form any time soon.

EARL THOMAS
25

Earl is 
phenomenal.  

He’s got great 
speed, great 

anticipation and 
he sees the field 
really well. He is  

a playmaker”
New England Patriots  

quarterback Tom Brady

Photos: MARK J REBILAS/USA TODAY SPORTS & MARK J REBILAS/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: SAFETY
Team: SEATTLE SEAHAWKS

NFL Seasons: 7 
College: TEXAS

Date of Birth: MAY 7, 1989
Height/Weight: 5ft 10ins/202lbs
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TYRON SMITH
GIVEN that he doesn’t even turn 26 
until December, Tyron Smith has 
achieved a great deal during his NFL 
career and has already established 
himself as the anchor of the league’s 
best offensive line with the Dallas 
Cowboys.

The giant left tackle who boasts 
nimble feet for such a big man, has 
already played in three Pro Bowls, 
been named first-team All-Pro 
once and second-team All-Pro 
twice more. 

And even though he has 
been slowed at times 
with a back injury in 
2016, he remains a 
driving force for a 
Dallas attack that 
helped rookies 
Dak Prescott and 
Ezekiel Elliott 
settle quickly 
and successfully 
into the NFL.

Smith has 
outstanding 
athletic ability 

and can use his impressive mobility to 
mirror the fastest and most explosive 
pass-rushers in the game. But when 
he is required to stand strong and 
handle the bull-rushes of the fiercest 
defenders in the NFL, he does so with 
relative ease thanks to his amazing 
strength.

His skills have attracted plenty of 
attention around the NFL with Green 

Bay defensive lineman Mike Daniels 
saying: “Every now and then you 
get these freaks of nature who 
come along and he is definitely 

one of them.”
Smith – who 

doesn’t appear to 
have an ounce of 
fat on his athletic 
frame – was an NFL 

starter before he 
was old enough 
to drink 
alcohol in the 
United States, 
but was quick 

to settle into a 
high-pressure role 

on “America’s Team”, protecting one 
of the most famous quarterbacks in 
the land in Tony Romo.

The first-round draft choice has  
not looked back since his 2009  
debut and, excitingly for the Cowboys, 
it appears as if there is still room  
for this outstanding blocker to grow 
and develop. While that may not 
concern Romo down the road,  
it will be good news for Prescott in 
the future.

This man-mountain is the kind of 
player a franchise can build around 
for years to come.

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: OFFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: DALLAS COWBOYS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: USC

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 12, 1990
Height/Weight: 6ft 5ins/320lbs

24

Once he gets those hands 
on you, you might as well 
walk back to the huddle 
because you’re not getting 
to the quarterback. He has 
cinder blocks for hands”
Washington Redskins pass-rusher Ryan Kerrigan
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WHILE he is officially listed as a safety 
on the Arizona roster, Tyrann Mathieu 
is a Swiss army knife of a defender 
who is capable of moving all over the 
field. Mathieu is a competitive and 
talented player who belies his small 
stature and plays big on every  
game-day.

Off-field issues saw Mathieu  
slide to the third round of the 2013 
NFL Draft but make no mistake  
about it, this is a first-round talent 
who has already become one of the 
best defenders in the league. And 
he has matured to become one of 

the most respected team leaders in 
Arizona.

After tearing his ACL in Week 15 of 
a 2015 season in which he was named 
All-Pro and voted to the Pro Bowl, 
Mathieu faced a race against time 
to be fit for the 2016 campaign. 
He opened the year playing 
a deeper safety role as the 
Cardinals tried to protect him 
and nurse him back to full 
speed.

But 
Mathieu 
pushed for 
a return 
to the slot, 
where he can 
better affect games 
with his outstanding coverage 
skills. He knocked down  
17 passes in 2015 and 
matched the quickest 
receivers and 
biggest tight 
ends, despite 
his diminutive 
frame.

And teams who think they can 
run straight at Mathieu find out the 
hard way that he is a willing and 
accomplished tackler who is not 
afraid to get active around the line of 

scrimmage.
A real strength in Mathieu’s 
game is his ability to blitz 
and apply pressure on the 
quarterback. That makes 
him a great fit for the 
Cardinals, who love to  
be aggressive in getting 

after opposing  
passers.

Whether at 
safety, slot 

corner or 
outside 
cornerback, 
Mathieu  

has done a 
lot of growing 

up from his often-
troubled college 
days and is now  
at the top of his 

game.

TYRANN MATHIEU
23

Tyrann is a 
passionate guy 
who has all types 
of potential and 
talent. He is a force 
to be reckoned 
with in Arizona’s 
secondary”
Atlanta Falcons Pro Bowl  
defensive end Dwight Freeney

Photos: TIM FULLER/USA TODAY SPORTS & JOE CAMPOREALE/USA TODAY SPORTS

FAST  FACTS

Position: SAFETY
Team: ARIZONA CARDINALS

NFL Seasons: 4
College: LOUISIANA STATE
Date of Birth: MAY 13, 1992

Height/Weight: 5ft 9ins/186lbs
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AJ GREEN
IT is supposed to be quite the 
challenge for young players to  
make the transition from the college 
ranks to the NFL and, for a while,  
it was an especially difficult jump  
(pun intended) for wide receivers.

Not for AJ Green, who has wasted 
no time in becoming one of the most 
prolific and dangerous passing game 
targets in the entire NFL. In each 
of his first five seasons in the 
league, Green has recorded 
more than 1,000 receiving 
yards – the only other player 
in league history to achieve 
that feat was Randy Moss, 
who stretched the streak 
to six years.

Given his 
outstanding 
combination of size 
and quickness, Green 
is a constant nightmare 
for NFL defensive backs. 
In addition to his physical 
skills, he oozes big-time 
confidence typical 
of great wide 

receivers, minus the trash-talking or 
the ‘me-first’ attitude.

When discussing the top receivers 
in the NFL today, Green remarks to 
Touchdown: “I’ll leave you to write 
that up but I know where I’m putting 
myself on that list. There are a lot 
of good receivers like Julio Jones, 
Antonio Brown, Odell Beckham Jnr 

and DeAndre Hopkins. Of course 
I’m on the list.”

Green was mentored by the 
great Calvin Johnson when he 
first entered the NFL and he 
has that same unique ability 

to physically take over 
a game, even though 
he faces constant 
double-teams 
every weekend.

The Bengals 
have a few nice 
weapons on 
offence but their 
passing game 
revolves around 
Green, who is 
off to one of the 

quickest starts in NFL history for a 
wide receiver.

AJ has an ability to stretch the field 
and make big plays, but he is far from 
a one-trick pony. He is capable of 
running every route in the playbook 
and consistently produces the goods 
for the Bengals. And he maintains a 
high standard with a fierce work ethic.

“You have to put the work in  
during the week,” Green concludes. 
“And then Sundays come easy.”

That certainly appears to be  
the case thus far in this five-time  
Pro Bowler’s glittering career.

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: CINCINNATI BENGALS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: GEORGIA

Date of Birth: JULY 31, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/210lbs

22

AJ Green was born to play  
the wide receiver position.  

He has been a bad man  
since day one in the NFL”

Former NFL Hall of Fame wide receiver Michael Irvin
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Photos: CHARLES LECLAIRE/USA TODAY SPORTS & JASON BRIDGE/USA TODAY SPORTS

I don’t use the word 
special very often but  

I think you could use  
that for Le’Veon Bell.  

He is as good a running 
back as there is  

in the league”
Former Chicago Bears and Tampa Bay 

Buccaneers head coach Lovie Smith

IN terms of pure talent alone,  
Le’Veon Bell deserves a place in our 
top 10. But he is coming off a serious 
knee injury in 2015, as well as a  
two-game suspension last year and a 
three-game ban to start this season 
– both times for violating the NFL’s 
substance abuse policy.

If he can put his off-season troubles 
to bed for an extended period of time, 
Bell can dominate the NFL for years 
to come because he is a generational 
talent and one who can perform at an 
elite level as a runner and a receiver.

As a rookie second-round 
draft choice in 2013, Bell made 
an immediate mark in his NFL 
debut, rushing for two scores in 
his first appearance of that year in 
Pittsburgh’s loss to the Minnesota 
Vikings at Wembley Stadium.

While he finished that rookie year 
with a respectable 860 rushing yards, 
his class really shone through in 2014 
when he was voted to the Pro Bowl 
and also earned All-Pro honours. 
Bell rushed for 1,361 yards and 
eight touchdowns and added 83 
catches for another 854 yards and 
three scores.

Despite suffering torn 
knee ligaments six 
games into 2015, Bell 
appears back to his 
best in Pittsburgh. 
On his return to 
the Steelers’ line-
up against the 
Kansas City Chiefs, 
Bell rushed for 144 
yards on 18 carries 

and ended the evening with 178 total 
yards running and receiving.

By the end of his second game for 
the Steelers in 2016, Bell had racked 
up 332 total yards in two weeks, 
reaffirming his status as the NFL’s 
most complete running back.

Bell is blessed with outstanding 
speed but also the change-of-
direction skills that all the great 

running backs seem to have 
possessed over the years. 

As you will have already 
gathered by the numbers 
he posted in 2014, he is a 
versatile player – a solid 

blocker and a good 
receiver with  
a knack for getting  
on the same page  
as quarterback  

Ben Roethlisberger.
At this stage of 

his career, the only 
person who can 
slow Le’Veon Bell  

is Le’Veon Bell.

LE’VEON BELL
21

FAST  FACTS

Position: RUNNING BACK
Team: PITTSBURGH STEELERS

NFL Seasons: 4
College: MICHIGAN STATE

Date of Birth: FEBRUARY 18, 1992
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/225lbs
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Andrew Luck is all 
about legacy and 

winning. And that’s it. 
He has intangibles that 
are off the charts. He is 

a great player but  
also a great leader”

Indianapolis Colts head coach Chuck Pagano
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WHEN you’re assessing what it takes 
to become a star quarterback in the 
NFL, Andrew Luck, of the Indianapolis 
Colts, ticks every box.

Luck is at the forefront of a new 
breed of mobile, strong-armed 
quarterbacks who play an exciting and 
fearless brand of American football. 
Luck has developed a reputation for 
never knowing when he is beaten  
and has a penchant for delivering 
late-game heroics.

The first overall selection in the 
2012 NFL Draft made a fast start to 

life in the big leagues. Despite the 
pressure of replacing living legend 
Peyton Manning, Luck threw for an 
NFL record 12,957 yards and guided 
the Colts to the playoffs in each of 
his first three seasons. That was a 
streak only broken in 2015 when 
Luck missed nine games with an 
abdominal injury.

With a great, team-first 
attitude, Luck is continually 
pushing himself to 
improve, as he tells 
Touchdown: “Every 
year you tweak and 
you change and 
you try to get 
better. There is 
always more you 
could have done. There 
is no perfect quarterback  
and hindsight is 20/20.  
I’m always trying to get better. 
The beauty of sports is that 
you always have that next year 
and I’m always excited for that 
opportunity.”

Luck – who grew up in London 
while his father, Oliver, served as 
President of NFL Europe - is only  
five years into what could prove to 
be a glittering career but he plans to 
stand the test of time and become 
known as one of the league’s greats. 
In order to be mentioned among the 
game’s elite, Luck may need to win  

a Super Bowl and is happy to 
have that pressure on his 

shoulders.
“Hopefully, I can play 

as long as Tom Brady or 
Peyton Manning,” Luck 

concludes. “Those 
guys are some of the 
Mount Rushmores 

of the modern 
quarterback.  
And pressure to 
win is nothing 
new. The 

expectation from my first 
day in the Colts locker 
room has been to go out 
and win the Super Bowl.”

ANDREW LUCK
20

FAST  FACTS

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: INDIANAPOLIS COLTS

NFL Seasons: 5
College: STANFORD

Date of Birth: SEPTEMBER 12, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/240lbs
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I see some of 
myself in Todd 

Gurley. He’s fast, 
he’s aggressive and 

he plays physical. 
He has nice feet 

and vision”
Minnesota Vikings All-Pro  

running back Adrian Peterson

TODD GURLEY has not enjoyed the 
brightest of 2016 seasons but don’t 
let the pedestrian numbers fool you – 
this is a truly special talent who, in the 
right situation, has the tools to be the 
best running back in the NFL.

With the Rams struggling to 
establish any form of consistent 
passing attack, Gurley has been 
facing loaded boxes – the term used 
to describe extra defenders playing 
closer to the line of scrimmage to 
slow down an opponent’s rushing 
threat.

Gurley has averaged three yards 
per carry at the time of writing 
(post-Week 7) and is going to need a 
second-half surge to record a repeat 
1,000-yard season to start his career. 
The Pro Bowl star has often said he 
feels as if he is facing 12 defenders 
every time he runs the ball 
and needs some help from 
those around him.

But, for now, 
opponents are making 
the slowing of Gurley 
their top priority 
and that likely won’t 
change all the while 
Case Keenum is 
blowing hot and 
cold at quarterback. 
But when rookie first 
overall draft pick 
Jared Goff is ready 
to shine, things 
could open up for 
Gurley, who made a 
record-setting start to 
life in the NFL.

Gurley rushed for a record 566 
yards and three touchdowns in his 
first four NFL games and praise has 
come from all quarters since Todd 
entered the NFL as the 10th overall 

pick in the 2015 NFL Draft, 
with Rams head coach Jeff 

Fisher telling Touchdown: 
“I think if Todd is not the 
best at his position he is 
one of the top two at his 
position and that’s good 
for us. He is very difficult 
to prepare for and very 
talented.”

There is an old saying 
in sports that form is 
temporary and class is 
permanent. While the 
recent drop in output 

is not of his own doing 
(he needs more assistance 

from his quarterback and 
offensive line), Gurley is a 
class act and his bounce 
back is only a matter of 
time in coming.

TODD GURLEY
19

FAST  FACTS

Position: RUNNING BACK
Team: LOS ANGELES RAMS

NFL Seasons: 2
College: GEORGIA

Date of Birth: AUGUST 3, 1994
Height/Weight: 6ft 1 ins/227lbs
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RUSSELL WILSON
GIVEN that NFL teams are so often 
chasing players with the perfect 
recipe of height and weight,  
Russell Wilson would be low down 
your wanted list if an evaluation was 
based purely on his physical stature.

Fortunately, the diminutive –  
by NFL standards – passer has been 
able to prove himself on the field and 
his excellent play has him recognised 
as one of the best quarterbacks in the 
league.

While it has become obvious 
that Wilson had first-round 
talent, he was a third-round 
draft choice of the Seahawks 
in 2012 and was expected to 
back up expensive free agent 
signing Matt Flynn. 
By the end of that 
summer’s training 
camp, Wilson 
was the clear 
number one and 
wasted no time 
stamping his 
mark on the 
NFL.

In his first three years in the 
league, Wilson led the Seahawks to 
two Super Bowls, winning one and 
coming within one yard and one  
ill-fated pass from taking another.

Wilson is a special talent, a 
committed team leader and a tough-
as-nails player who has never missed 
an NFL game or practice, despite 
suffering significant ankle and knee 
injuries early in the 2016 campaign.

The three-time Pro Bowler is not 
always that well protected in 

Seattle but he can keep plays 
alive with a scrambling 
ability that reminds many 
of the great Fran Tarkenton 

(look him up, kids).  
But what makes Wilson 
so dangerous is that 

he never scrambles 
through blind panic – 
when he runs,  
his eyes are 
downfield and looking 
to attack the defence 

with an accurate 
throw.

Before we label Wilson as a total 
maverick who makes it up as he 
goes along, we should note that he 
runs around only when the pressure 
dictates that such evasive action is 
necessary. When given the time to 
stand in the pocket, Wilson is an elite 
player who was the highest-rated 
quarterback in the NFL last season.

Wilson is continuing to improve and  
is raising his game to new heights.  
He remains fiercely committed and 
could very well add another Super 
Bowl ring or two to his collection 
before he bows out from the NFL.

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: SEATTLE SEAHAWKS

NFL Seasons: 5
College: WISCONSIN

Date of Birth: NOVEMBER 29, 1988
Height/Weight: 5ft 11ins/215lbs

18

Regardless of the situation 
in any game, the Seahawks 
feel they have a chance to 
win when Russell Wilson 
steps into the huddle. 
That’s pretty special”
Former NFL Pro Bowl quarterback Rich Gannon
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THE debate continues to rage about 
who is the greatest cornerback in 
the NFL. Everyone has an opinion, 
for sure, and if Richard Sherman is 
your guy, Touchdown does not have a 
problem with that. Sherman is elite.

The three-time Pro Bowler and 
All-Pro is a key member of a Seattle 
defence that has led the league in 
fewest points allowed for the past 
four seasons. He does his share of 
talking, but there is no doubt this  
fiery competitor backs up his words 
with play that is not just good,  
but bordering on historically great.

Let’s start with Sherman’s size 
before we move on to the mental 
skills he brings to gridiron. At 6ft 3ins 
and close to 200lbs, Sherman is one 
of the biggest cornerbacks in the NFL 
and can match up with the beastly 
wide receivers roaming the league.

Sherman uses long arms to  
get physical with receivers at the 
line of scrimmage and disrupts 
the timing for the offence. 
His change-of-direction 
skills and ability to make 
plays on the ball remind 
us that he started his 
college career at Stanford 
as a wide receiver.

His interception 
numbers are not 
exactly off the 
charts but that 
indicates a level of 
respect from the 
opposition and a 
reluctance to throw 
in the direction of 
one of the NFL’s best 
ball-hawks.

The 49ers famously took up that 
challenge in the final moments of the 
NFC Championship Game at the end of 
the 2013 season and Colin Kaepernick 
got picked off by Malcolm Smith after 
Sherman batted away a pass intended 
for Michael Crabtree. That led to a 
famous post-game rant which painted 

Sherman as loud and loutish.
That couldn’t be further from 
the truth, though on the field, 
he is brash, aggressive and 
plays with a giant-sized chip 
on his shoulder. His sole 
aim is to get into the head 
of the receiver and break 

his spirit. But away 
from competition, 

Sherman is 
one of the 
NFL’s most 
articulate 

players.
Love him or  

hate him, Sherman 
is on his way  
to becoming an  

all-time great.

RICHARD SHERMAN
17

Richard is the best corner in the league. He runs to the 
ball, he tackles and we ask him to shut down half of the 
field, which he does. I wouldn’t trade ‘Sherm’ for anybody”
Seahawks safety Earl Thomas

Photos: TROY W
AYRYNEN/USA TODAY SPORTS & JOE NICHOLSON/USA TODAY SPORTS

FAST  FACTS

Position: CORNERBACK
Team: SEATTLE SEAHAWKS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: STANFORD

Date of Birth: MARCH 30, 1988
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/195lbs
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NFL cornerbacks have to be great 
athletes who can move backwards at 
high speed, change direction in a split 
second and shadow the quickest wide 
receivers on the planet.

They are also required to read 
quarterbacks, knock away passes 
and come up with interceptions. 
Washington Redskins cornerback  
Josh Norman, who previously starred 
with Carolina until heading to 
America’s capital in April, ticks all of 
those physical boxes as arguably 
the league’s best cornerback 
and one of the top defenders 
in the NFL.

But what makes Norman 
extra special is his swagger 
and confidence. He walks 
the walk, but not before 
regularly talking the talk. 
Norman has a knack of 
getting 
under 
the 
skin of 
opposing 
receivers.

“I sometimes do a little talking on 
the field,” Norman tells Touchdown. 
“I’m going to pinch that nerve. 
There is a lot of scrutiny of us NFL 
cornerbacks. You’ve got to have that 
mental game and you’ve got to be 
strong.”

Norman’s well-publicised and 
ongoing spat with New York Giants 
receiver Odell Beckham Jnr highlights 
his refusal to back down from an 
opponent and also shows that when it 

comes time to speak his mind, the 
Pro Bowl defensive back is not 

one to be gagged or silenced.
That brashness and 

swagger is equally matched 
by Norman’s willingness  

to work his tail  
off in order  

to be the best.  
He fears  
no NFL 

receiver  
and uses  
his size and  

long arms  
to his advantage.

Perhaps because of his outspoken 
nature, Norman wore out his 
welcome in Carolina, even though he 
enjoyed a career year in 2015 and 
helped the Panthers reach the Super 
Bowl with one of the league’s best 
defences. However, the Redskins  
were more than happy to provide  
a new home and a contract to the 
tune of $75m over the next five  
years.

Given the pass-happy nature of 
today’s NFL and Norman’s outstanding 
skills, it will likely prove to be money 
well spent.

JOSH NORMAN
16

I have nothing but the  
utmost respect for Josh 
Norman. He will go down  
in the Hall of Fame one day. 
He’s as complete a corner  
as there is in the NFL”
New Orleans Saints quarterback Drew Brees
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: CORNERBACK
Team: WASHINGTON REDSKINS

NFL Seasons: 5 
College: COASTAL CAROLINA

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 15, 1987
Height/Weight: 6ft/200lbs
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HARRISON SMITH may not do as 
much talking as some defensive backs 
around the league and, therefore, 
he is not the creator of that many 
headlines. But make no mistake –  
this is one of the very best defenders 
in the NFL and a true rising star.

Smith has been a key player on 
the Vikings defence since being 
chosen in the first round  
of the 2012 NFL Draft.  
But he has taken his game 
to another level in the 
last two years and has 
been a key reason for 
Minnesota’s outstanding 
start to the 2016 
campaign.

The 2015 Pro Bowler 
is listed as a free safety 
on the Minnesota 
roster but the beauty 
of his game is in the 
versatility. Smith has 
the size and physicality 
to be a factor around 
the line of scrimmage 
but he also has the 

athletic ability to cover the entire field 
as the last line of the defence.

Similar to how Pittsburgh used  
the great Troy Polamalu during  
his prime, the Vikings like to have 
Smith stalking the line of scrimmage. 
And from there, he has the strength 
and physical ability to mix it with the 

big boys or the speed to race 
deep from that spot and cover 
the field on passes.

And that is why you 
see the full variety of 
statistics recorded by 
Smith each season 
– tackles, sacks, 

tackles for losses, 
interceptions, 
passes knocked 
down and forced 
fumbles. He 
is a complete 
defender who 
can play a 
variety of 
roles.

Smith 
prides himself 

on being a sure tackler, telling 
Touchdown: “Tackling is so important 
and it’s as much about technique as 
aggression. Having said that, a big hit 
can really set the tone for a game.”

He may be one of the nicest guys 
you could wish to meet and a man 
who loves spending time with his 
chocolate Labradors away from the 
NFL, but on the field, Smith has a little 
demon in him and is not afraid to 
dish out punishment to the league’s 
receivers.

This violent and versatile star is one 
of the NFL’s very best.

HARRISON SMITH

Harrison is the 
quarterback of that 
Vikings defence.  
He’s a big guy who 
has really great cover 
skills. That’s why 
they’re not afraid  
to leave him on his 
own in coverage”
Former Pro Bowl quarterback  
Peyton Manning

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: SAFETY
Team: MINNESOTA VIKINGS

NFL Seasons: 5
College: NOTRE DAME

Date of Birth: FEBRUARY 2, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 2ins/214lbs
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In my eyes, Patrick 
Peterson is the best 
corner in the league. 
This guy is the man”
New York Giants wide receiver  
Odell Beckham Jnr

Ph
ot

os
: J

OE
 C

AM
PO

RE
AL

E/
US

A 
TO

DA
Y 

SP
OR

TS
 &

 M
AT

T 
KA

RT
OZ

IA
N/

US
A 

TO
DA

Y 

THE Arizona Cardinals are one of the 
most aggressive defensive teams in 
the NFL and they love to send extra 
defenders after the quarterback with 
specially designed blitzes. In fact, no 
team in the NFL liked to blitz more 
than the Cardinals in 2015. 

In order to be that aggressive in the 
first place, though, you need to have 
trust in the players in your secondary. 
Extra defenders going after the 
quarterback can mean fewer players 
to cover the receivers downfield.  
The Cardinals are able to be so 

aggressive up front because they have 
arguably the NFL’s best cornerback 
shutting down passing plays that 
come his way.

Patrick Peterson has elite size, 
speed and, importantly, length, 
and he doesn’t mind being left on a 
proverbial island with no safety help 
due to Arizona’s aggressive nature.

The 2011 first-rounder is an 
outstanding athlete who can track 
receivers across the field, move with 
ease and make great plays on 
the ball, as he showed in 
emphatic fashion in Week 
3 of the 2016 season with 
an incredible one-handed 
interception against the 
Buffalo Bills.

After a quiet year by 
his standards in 2014 
when he struggled to 
come to terms with 
diabetes, Peterson 
came back slimmer, 
fitter and stronger last 
season and is now firmly 

re-established as one of the best 
around.

Twitter wars between Peterson 
and Seattle’s Richard Sherman often 
feature lively discussions about who 
is the better cornerback. There are 
several high-profile candidates in 
Peterson’s corner, including New York 
Giants star Odell Beckham Jnr.

“You always want to go up against 
the best,” OBJ explains to Touchdown. 
“Patrick is a guy who is going to follow 
you from your house to his house 

and from sideline to sideline.  
He is the best.”

It feels like Peterson has 
been around for a long time 

already and his five Pro Bowl 
appearances and three  
All-Pro awards would 
suggest as much.  
But he only turned  
26 this summer and is 
in his absolute prime 
as one of the best 
defenders in the 
league.

PATRICK PETERSON
14

FAST  FACTS

Position: CORNERBACK
Team: ARIZONA CARDINALS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: LOUISIANA STATE UNI

Date of Birth: JULY 11, 1990
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/203lbs
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DURING the course of his illustrious 
career, Ben Roethlisberger has 
established himself as a proven 
winner and a wonderful improviser. 
He has earned the right to be called a 
great quarterback.

Greatness can, of course, be 
defined in many ways. With the giant-
sized quarterback known as “Big Ben”, 
his supporters can point to a pair of 
Super Bowl victories and the fact that 
few in NFL history have been as tough 
to bring down or as outstanding 
when a play breaks down.

Over the years, 
Roethlisberger has frustrated 
defenders with highlight-
reel plays. We often 
see him scrambling 
and making things 
up as he goes 
along, delivering 
touchdown passes 
with players 
hanging off his 
back.

“It’s a little bit of 
thinking and a little 

bit of pure instinct taking over,”  
“Big Ben” reveals to Touchdown.  
“The big thing I always tell people 
is that I don’t intentionally do those 
things. When things break down you 
have to go and make a play. I cannot 
just give up and quit on a play –  
that’s just the competitor within me.”

Ben – who has been voted to  
four Pro Bowl all-star games –  
led Pittsburgh to victories in Super 

Bowls 41 and 43, famously 
throwing the game-winning 

touchdown pass to Santonio 
Holmes in the latter of 
those contests to win in 
the final minute. He also 

made another title-
game appearance 
in a losing cause in 
Super Bowl 45.

Now in the 
autumn of 
his career, 
Roethlisberger has 
left 40,000 passing 
yards in his rear-

view mirror and is 

closing in on 300 touchdown strikes. 
More importantly, he has morphed 
into a strong-armed pocket-passer 
and perennially has the Steelers in 
playoff contention.

And to do so well for such a storied 
franchise makes Ben especially happy, 
as he concludes: “It’s an honour to 
play for the Pittsburgh Steelers.  
Any kid growing up knows about that 
dominance, history and tradition. 
Every person who walks in the door 
and wears that Steelers logo feels 
honoured to wear it and I’m no 
different.”

BEN ROETHLISBERGER

Ben is the ultimate 
competitor. His biggest 
attribute is that in those 
moments when the rubber 
hits the road, he really wants 
it and he’s at his best”
Steelers head coach Mike Tomlin

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: PITTSBURGH STEELERS

NFL Seasons: 13
College: MIAMI (OHIO)

Date of Birth: MARCH 2, 1982
Height/Weight: 6ft 5ins/240lbs

13

Photos: CHARLES LECLAIRE/USA TODAY SPORTS & JASON BRIDGE/USA TODAY SPORTS
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ODELL BECKHAM JNR
HE may have burst onto the NFL 
scene with ‘that’ incredible one-
handed catch against the Dallas 
Cowboys during his rookie 2014 
season, but Odell Beckham Jnr has 
proven to be much more than a  
one-game wonder.

Now in just his third season, OBJ 
has the American football world at 
his feet and it is fitting that he was 
born on November 5 because, for one 
reason or another, there are always 
fireworks when this Pro Bowl star hits 
the field.

As temperamental 
as he is talented, 
Beckham is must-see 
television every time 
the New York Giants 
are playing. And he 
has all the tools 
to become one 
of the very best 
receivers in NFL 
history – when  
on top form, 
Beckham is simply 
unstoppable.

With cornerback-burning speed and 
an ability to make ridiculous catches 
look routine, Beckham has been 
hugely productive in his young career. 
Earlier this season, Beckham became 
the fastest man to 200 catches and 
3,000 yards, reaching both marks in 
the 30th game of his career against 
the Washington Redskins.

As his on-field stature grows, 
Beckham’s global profile is exploding 
and if he so much as sneezes, it tends 
to go viral. He was mobbed on a visit 
to Germany earlier this summer with 
fans chasing him down the streets 
on bicycles in a bid to snap selfies. 

And Beckham 
returns to the 
UK as often 
as possible to 
help promote 
the game 
internationally.
He should 

become 
more of 
a global 

household name in the coming 
years because Beckham is only just 
beginning to scratch the surface of 
how good he can become. By the 
time he is said and done with his 
playing career, Beckham wants to be 
considered one of the best to ever 
suit up and play in the NFL.

“I want to be remembered the 
same way people think about Jerry 
Rice,” Beckham states. “He was the 
greatest of all time and the best of the 
best. I want to leave a legacy where 
people are saying I was the best ever. 
I strive to be the best of the best.”

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: NEW YORK GIANTS

NFL Seasons: 3
College: LOUISIANA STATE UNI

Date of Birth: NOVEMBER 5, 1992
Height/Weight: 5ft 11ins/198lbs

12

Odell Beckham Jnr is a monster. 
You have to give it to him – he is one 
of those guys who loves to play the 
game. He’s got bounce to him”
Dallas Cowboys Pro Bowl wide receiver Dez Bryant
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EVEN before he was taken first in 
the 2011 NFL Draft by the Carolina 
Panthers, Cam Newton oozed  
box-office potential. And now he is a 
fully fledged superstar after a 2015 
campaign that saw him take his game 
to new heights.

Newton is a towering and powerful 
figure who is bigger than many of 
the defenders who try to bring him 
down. He also has a cannon for an 
arm and the kind of charisma that 
is infectious – “SuperCam” laughs, 
dances and dabs (a hip hop-
inspired celebration) his 
way through each NFL 
Sunday. He is a winner.

As Hall of Fame wide 
receiver and current 
analyst Michael 
Irvin said: “What 
Cam did in 2015  
went everywhere 
– there were little 
old ladies dabbing in 
the grocery store!”

Newton’s 
2015 season 

was truly special. Working without 
his best wide receiver in the injured 
Kelvin Benjamin, Newton got the best 
out of an average group and became 
a more accurate passer than at any 
other time in his career. 

And the stage rarely looked too big 
for him as he guided the Panthers 
to a berth in Super Bowl 50. This is 

a dynamic and confident 
player who enjoys being in 

the spotlight.
Newton was rightly 

named the NFL’s Most 
Valuable Player as he 

became the first 
quarterback in 
league history to 
throw for more than 
35 touchdowns and 

rush for 10 scores 
in the same season. 

The dual-threat was also 
named the NFL Network’s 
top player after more 
than 700 athletes from 
around the league were 
polled.

A poor performance in Super Bowl 
50 and an even worse reaction to 
that big-game defeat to the Denver 
Broncos shows that there is still room 
for Newton to grow in the coming 
years. That is also the reason for 
Newton failing to be the top-rated 
quarterback in our Touchdown  
Top 50.

But in terms of pure physical ability, 
there is no quarterback in the NFL 
who can match Newton. He truly is 
box-office material and the kind of 
player you cannot take your eyes off 
each and every weekend.

CAM NEWTON
11

Cam is the best player in  
the NFL. I really admire him. 
He is able to get his team-
mates to play at a level they 
would not normally play at”
Denver Broncos outside linebacker Von Miller

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: CAROLINA PANTHERS

NFL Seasons:  6
College: AUBURN

Date of Birth: MAY 11, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 5ins/245lbs

Photos: MARK J REBILAS/USA TODAY SPORTS & ISAIAH J DOW
NING/USA TODAY SPORTS
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KHALIL MACK
THE fast and explosive Khalil Mack is 
another of the NFL’s young stars who 
could dominate the league for the 
next 10 years.

Mack has just two seasons under 
his belt but is already one of the most 
feared defenders in the business after 
his 2015 campaign saw him record 
15 sacks. 

More noteworthy was the fact that 
Mack was named All-Pro (the cream 
of the NFL crop) at two positions 
– defensive end and outside 
linebacker, becoming the 
first player in league 
history to achieve such 
a feat.

Mack’s athleticism 
is off the charts. Pass 
rushers talk about 
their ‘get-off’ all 
the time – that all-
important first step 
on the snap of the 
ball. The 25-year-old 
might be the best  
in the NFL in that 
area.

That game-breaking combination 
of size and speed has Mack being 
mentioned in the same breath as 
other dominant defenders such as  
JJ Watt and Von Miller. Yet he remains 
modest and hard-working.

Mack’s keen-to-learn approach 
has impressed newly signed Raiders 
linebacker Bruce Irvin, who revealed: 
“When a guy has as much success as 
him in the first two years, some seem 
to not take advice or seem to not 
work hard. But Khalil comes to work 
every day and he takes advice.”

When he entered the NFL  
as the fifth pick in the 2014 
Draft, Mack compiled a list of 

quarterbacks he would 
like to sack and it was 
topped by Peyton 
Manning and Tom 

Brady. The latter  
has yet to be 

taken down  
by Mack  

and 
Manning 
also 

escaped unscathed before heading 
into retirement.

That was not the case for every 
Denver quarterback last year, 
however. In Week 14, Mack owned the 
Broncos, dropping Brock Osweiler for 
a club-record-tying five sacks. 

Considering he had 11 sacks in the 
second half of last season, Mack could 
be writing his name in the record 
books even more in the coming years 
and can certainly threaten the single-
season sack record of 22 1/2 set by 
Michael Strahan, of the New York 
Giants, in 2001.

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: DEFENSIVE END
Team: OAKLAND RAIDERS

NFL Seasons: 3
College: BUFFALO

Date of Birth: FEBRUARY 22, 1991
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/250lbs

10

I’ve watched a lot of film on 
guys like Derrick Thomas and 

Lawrence Taylor. Khalil is 
capable of being that player. 

He is an absolute physical 
specimen and he really 
understands the game”

Former Giants and Raiders defensive lineman, Justin Tuck
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AMERICAN football is often depicted 
as a fast-paced and violent game.  
But tactics and brain power are just 
as important as speed and strength.

Carolina Panthers inside linebacker 
Luke Kuechly has plenty of physical 
traits to admire, but his ability to 
read opposing offences and destroy 
their plans with a well-timed hit or 
interception are what make him one 
of the best defenders in the NFL.

With football intelligence 
that is off the charts, Kuechly 
makes a habit of being in the 
right place at the right time. 
Carolina’s defensive leader 
has recorded more than 
100 tackles in every 
one of his four 
NFL seasons to 
date and from 
2012-2014, he 
was notching 
more than 150 
stops per year. 
He has been 
voted to 
three straight 

Pro Bowls and named All-Pro in each 
of those years.

This Defensive Player of the Year 
for 2013 is now at the top of his 
game and while he looks like Clark 
Kent away from the gridiron with his 
glasses and perfectly-groomed hair, 
he plays like Superman when crossing 
the white lines on Sundays.

Kuechly forms an outstanding 
partnership with Thomas Davis 

and his fellow linebacker is 
full of praise for his younger 
team-mate.

“When you couple his 
athletic ability with his 
preparation and knowledge, 
he is special,” Davis stresses 

to Touchdown. “He has 
such a great knowledge 
of the game and 
his preparation is 
outstanding.

“It’s unheard of 
to see what he has 
accomplished at such  

a young 
age. I love 

playing alongside him and we bring 
out the best in each other.”

Kuechly is a three-down linebacker 
who doesn’t have to come off the field 
on passing plays. He has the speed and 
intelligence to be a factor in coverage, 
while sacks, interceptions and pass 
break-ups are a big part of his game.

After Carolina lost last year’s Super 
Bowl to Denver, Kuechly was unable 
to secure the ultimate team goal 
that his individual skills deserve. But 
he was mature and classy in defeat 
and at least has the consolation of 
knowing he is one of the NFL’s elite.

LUKE KUECHLY
9

Luke Kuechly is a special 
breed. He can play the run 
and just smash people in the 
mouth, but then he can sit 
back and cover the pass like 
a safety. He is going to smell 
out the play and get you”
Washington Redskins cornerback Josh Norman

Photos: BRETT DAVIS/USA TODAY SPORTS & BRAD MILLS/USA TODAY SPORTS

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: LINEBACKER
Team: CAROLINA PANTHERS

NFL Seasons: 5
College: BOSTON COLLEGE
Date of Birth: APRIL 20, 1991

Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/238lbs
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IN a league where offences 
continually rely on mismatches,  
you could argue that the greatest 
weapon in the NFL resides in  
New England in the form of Pro Bowl 
all-star tight end Rob Gronkowski.

If you went back about 30 years 
in NFL history, you would very 
likely find the 6ft 6in, 265-pounder 
playing on the offensive line. Instead, 
“The Gronk” is one of the most 
dangerous and dominant 
receiving targets in the game. 
He’s so good, it’s almost unfair.

The four-time All-Pro is 
too big to be covered 
by defensive backs 
because he simply 
outmuscles them with 
his size and strength. 
But if defences try 
to guard him with a 
bigger linebacker, 
Rob simply beats 
them for pace and 
leaves them trailing 
in his wake. It really 

is a case of pick your poison when it 
comes to defending the giant-sized 
receiver.

And that’s why Gronkowski is 
prolific in terms of production and 
has become Tom Brady’s favourite 
target in New England. If he maintains 
his current pace, it’s hard to imagine 
Gronkowski being overlooked for the 
Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Despite being a big star 
who gets plenty of attention 
each off-season for his frat-
boy lifestyle (he had his 
own party boat tour of the 

Caribbean during the past 
spring), Gronkowski is 
a lot smarter than his 
meat-head demeanour 
would suggest – he 

recently revealed that he 
lives off his endorsement 
money and saves his 
annual salary.

And he remains a 
grounded player 

who is constantly 

hungry for success. “I don’t like to 
talk about being a star,” Gronkowski 
asserts to Touchdown. “It is an 
honour to be considered a star but  
I just view what I do as doing my job. 
The players in this locker room keep 
me grounded – I just love playing this 
game and helping my team win.”

Injuries slowed Gronkowski’s start 
to 2016 and it seems bruises, tears 
and pulls are the only things that 
could ever stop this special talent 
from cementing his place as the 
greatest tight end in NFL history.

ROB GRONKOWSKI
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F A S T  F ACT S

Position: TIGHT END
Team: NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: ARIZONA

Date of Birth: MAY 14, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 6ins/265lbs

8

Rob is just an amazing player. 
What a playmaker he is – 
he’s got such deceptive speed. 
He is phenomenal and it’s a 
privilege to play with him”
New England Patriots quarterback Tom Brady
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THERE was a time not that long ago in 
the NFL when the only thing moving 
faster than a wide receiver’s legs was 
his lips – but there is a new breed of 
elite receiving targets who do far less 
jabbering than their predecessors.

You can count Atlanta Falcons Pro 
Bowl wide receiver Julio Jones among 
those who don’t do a whole lot of 
trash talking when the game begins.

“I just line up and play ball,”  
the big-bodied receiver reveals. 
“I let my play speak volumes 
for me.”

Jones’ play has been 
screaming from the rooftops 
since he entered the 
NFL as a much-
publicised first-
round draft choice 
for the Falcons in 
2011. Expectations 
were through 
the roof after 
Atlanta gave 
up several 
draft picks to 
the Cleveland 

Browns, including two first-rounders, 
to get in position to grab their man.

At 6ft 3ins and 220lbs, Jones 
looks more like a tight end than a 
wide receiver. But he is far from a 
lumbering target – he can out-jump 
defensive backs thanks to a 39-inch 
vertical leap and he can race past 
them with sprinter’s speed, covering 
the 40-yard dash in an explosive  

4.3 seconds.
Jones has put his skills to 

good use, recording more 
than 1,000 receiving yards in 
three of his last four seasons 

(he only played five 
games, due to injury, 
in 2013). In 2015, 
he produced a 
career year by 
catching 136 
passes for 1,871 
yards and eight 
touchdowns.

Given his 
professional 

approach – coupled 
with his very 

obvious skill-set – Jones looks set to 
remain at the top of the NFL receiving 
charts for many years to come.  
And that will be good news for those 
who play alongside this genuine 
superstar in Atlanta.

With his huge catching radius, 
Jones has been a reliable target for 
quarterback Matt Ryan, who enthuses 
to Touchdown: “I feel spoiled to have 
such a talented guy around me.  
I know if I throw the ball up and give 
him a chance to make a play, he’s 
going to come down with it nine times 
out of 10 and get the job done.”

JULIO JONES
7

Julio Jones is an 
incredible playmaker.  

He is capable of making 
big plays at any time”

Falcons quarterback Matt Ryan

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: ATLANTA FALCONS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: ALABAMA

Date of Birth: FEBRUARY 8, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/220lbs

Photos: DALE ZANINE/USA TODAY SPORTS
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AARON DONALD
IF you watched this year’s  
Hard Knocks series that charted the 
training camp of the Los Angeles 
Rams, you would have heard 
defensive tackle Aaron Donald 
described as “The greatest player 
you’ve never heard of.”

That might be pushing it just a tad 
because most NFL fans know plenty 
about this young defender already 
– Donald announced 
himself very loudly onto 
the NFL scene as 
Defensive Rookie 
of the Year 
in 2014 and 
became firmly 
established as 
arguably the best 
at his position in 
the entire league in 
2015.

Donald is as 
disruptive an interior 
pass-rusher as there is in 
the NFL today and he is 
a complete player from 
a physical point of view. 

Mentally, Donald plays with a 
nasty disposition that Rams 
fans adore but opponents 
hate with a growing passion.

As we saw when he tried 
to rush Detroit’s end-of-

game victory kneel-
down formation 

following a 
tough loss for 

the Rams 
in Week 6, 
Donald  
is no 

choirboy – but he does 

tend to funnel his aggression into 
outstanding performances, mostly.

The two-time Pro Bowler is 
lightning-quick and has a nose for the 
football. He can often be seen knifing 
into the backfield to record a sack or 
a tackle for a loss. In his first two full 
seasons in the NFL, Donald put the 
frighteners on quarterbacks from sea 
to shining sea by recording 20 sacks.

At 6ft 1in and 285lbs, Donald is 
relatively tiny by defensive tackle 
standards. So how does he manage to 
both stand strong at the point of the 
attack against the run, and thrive in 
the middle of the line?

“Being only 6ft 1in, I’ve got the 
leverage over a lot of guys who are  
6ft 6ins,” Donald outlines to 
Touchdown. “I’m as strong as an ox 
and able to hold 600 or 700 pounds 
on a double-team and I’m able to split 
it to make a play in that backfield.  
So I use my leverage, play the game 
in a physical manner and, at the same 
time, I use my speed.” 

This is a star with no real weakness 
in his game.

FAST  FAC TS

Position: DEFENSIVE TACKLE
Team: LOS ANGELES RAMS

NFL Seasons: 3
College: PITTSBURGH

Date of Birth: MAY 23, 1991
Height/Weight: 6ft 1ins/285lbs
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Aaron 
Donald’s 
quickness 
and change-
of-direction 
skills are 
unusual. 
The guy is 
ridiculous”
Buffalo Bills head  
coach Rex Ryan
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AFTER missing the first four weeks 
of the 2016 season for being found 
guilty of letting the air out of footballs 
at the end of the 2014 campaign,  
Tom Brady has become the butt of 
several NFL jokes in recent months.

But no one is laughing when it 
comes to discussing Brady’s Hall of 
Fame career and he is destined to 
go down as arguably the greatest 
quarterback in league history. He 
would certainly be in the conversation 
along with the likes of Joe Montana, 
Johnny Unitas and Peyton Manning.

Brady is the ultimate long shot who 
defied the odds to become a star. 
After a pretty average college career, 
he was the 199th player chosen in 
the 2000 NFL Draft and waited a long 
time to hear the New England Patriots 
call his name in the sixth round, after 
six less-than-stellar quarterbacks had 
already come off the board.

The world knew 
little of the skinny-
looking passer 
out of Michigan 
but soon learned 
more about 
Brady when he 
was thrust into 
the starting line-
up in 2001 after 
Drew Bledsoe was 
lost for the year 
through injury.  

All the unheralded backup did was 
lead New England to the Super Bowl 
and then deliver an incredible title-
game victory against the heavily 
favoured St Louis Rams.

While many were shocked, Brady 
was not so surprised. He tells 
Touchdown: “I always had confidence 
and belief in 
myself that  
I could do the 
job. When I got 
the opportunity, 
I tried to take 
advantage of it.”

The rest, as they 
say, is history. 
Brady has long 
been one of the 
most productive 
quarterbacks in 
the NFL and his 
ability to carve 
up defences in 
high-pressure 
situations has 
become the stuff of legend. Brady has 
played in six Super Bowls and won 
four, which is a record for an NFL 
quarterback.

Brady has won more playoff 
matches (22) than any other 
quarterback in history. He is a three-
time Super Bowl Most Valuable Player 
and holds virtually every meaningful 
Super Bowl record in the book, 
including career marks for attempts 
(247), completions (164), yards (1,605) 
and touchdowns (13).

But he’s not done just yet! 
Despite turning 39 in August and 
now being in his 17th NFL season, 
Brady is showing none of the wear 
and tear traditionally displayed by 
quarterbacks his age. Last year, he 
topped the NFL with 36 touchdown 

passes, threw 
for 4,770 
yards and was 

intercepted just 
seven times, 
despite playing 

behind an 
inconsistent offensive line that got 
him beaten up on occasion.

New England’s offence is 
designed to stretch defences 
horizontally rather than vertically 
and allows Brady to deliver quick 
and accurate passes to the likes 
of Rob Gronkowski and Julian 
Edelman, who have to think fast 

in order to get on the same page as 
the quarterback. The super-intelligent 
Brady likes to, on average, take the 
snap, survey the field and deliver the 
ball to a receiver within a total of  
two-and-a-half seconds.

What will make Brady even more 
dangerous for the remainder of this 
2016 campaign – and probably his 
entire career – is the fact that he 
constantly plays with a chip on his 

shoulder, he 
always wants 
to prove his 
doubters wrong 
and he is never 
content to rest 
on his laurels, 
even with four 
Super Bowl 
rings already in 
his collection.

“Hopefully,  
I can win it 
every year,”  
the 11-time  

Pro Bowl all-star admits.
“If I’m going to ask for something, 

I’m going to be really greedy and ask 
for that. I certainly didn’t dream  
I would have so much success and it’s 
amazing to think I have played in six 
Super Bowls.”

No quarterback in the history 
of the game has been as efficient 
and as successful as Brady at the 
business end of the season. And his 
partnership with long-serving Patriots 
head coach Bill Belichick has made 
New England perennial Super Bowl 
challengers.

That kind of continued success is 
what being an NFL quarterback is 
about. There may be flashier and 
more athletic young quarterbacks 
entering the NFL each year but they 
all have one thing in common – they 
all want to emulate the living legend 
they call “Tom Terrific”.

TOM BRADY
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THE NOT-SO-FAMOUS FIVE

BRADY is married to 
Brazilian supermodel  

Gisele Bundchen.

HE grew up a San Francisco 
49ers fan and his favourite 

players were quarterbacks  
Joe Montana and Steve Young.

AS a young child, Brady was 
present at Candlestick Park 

as Joe Montana completed 
the most famous play in 
team history, ‘The Catch’, 
to Dwight Clark in the 1981 
NFC Championship Game.

TOM is a two-time 
NFL Most Valuable 

Player, winning the prize 
during the 2007 and 2010 
campaigns.

THIS passer 
could have 

been a multi-
sport star.  
He was selected 
in the 18th round 
of the 1995 
Major League 
Baseball Draft 
by the Montreal 
Expos. Brady was a 
catcher.
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I certainly didn’t  
dream I would have  
so much success  
and it’s amazing  
to think I have played  
in six Super Bowls”

F A S T  F ACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS

NFL Seasons: 17
College: MICHIGAN

Date of Birth: AUGUST 3, 1977
Height/Weight: 6ft 4ins/225lbs
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Tom Brady is the  
best in our business 
because he has the  
most championships  
– that’s what makes  
the great ones.  
That’s what I go by.”
Pittsburgh Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger

Photos: MARK J REBILAS/USA TODAY SPORTS & ISAIAH J DOW
NING/USA TODAY SPORTS
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IN the spirit of full disclosure, JJ Watt 
was number one on our list until just 
a few weeks ago, but concerns about 
his back injury have caused a three-
place drop for this dominant and truly 
special talent.

After reinjuring his back at the end 
of September, Watt is sidelined for 
the remainder of the 
2016 season and any 
time there is such a 
significant problem, one 
has to worry about the 
longterm effects.

That said, Watt is 
a true one-of-a-kind 
performer.Mention 
Aaron Rodgers and 
Tom Brady and you 
can offer an historical 
alternative such as Joe 
Montana or Dan Marino. 
Antonio Brown would be 
countered with Jerry Rice 
and Von Miller with Lawrence Taylor.

But Watt already looks like a player 
with no logical predecessor. The 
only one who could come close is 
Watt’s childhood hero, the late, great 
Reggie White, who starred for the 
Philadelphia Eagles and Green Bay 
Packers.

Watt is a freak of an athlete who 
plays defensive end but can 
wreak havoc along the line, as 
74 1/2 sacks in the first five 
years of his career would 
suggest. In five years, Watt 
has matched the all-time 
achievements of Taylor 
by being named the 
NFL’s Defensive Player 
of the Year on three 
occasions.

Not bad for 
someone who was 
told he was too 
small to play at 
the college level 
and who was 
forced to 
‘walk on’ 
without an 
all-important scholarship  
at the University  
of Wisconsin.

“They sure did tell  
me that,”  
Watt admits to Touchdown.  
“That tells people that you should 
believe in yourself and be willing to 
have big dreams. But you also have to 

be willing to work for them. And then 
if you want something, go and get 
it – don’t let anybody tell you that you 
can’t or that you shouldn’t. 

“Just do everything in your power 
to go out there every day and try to 
be the best that you can be. It is hard 
work, dedication and sacrifice that 
makes you great.” 

Watt’s greatness is beyond dispute 
but he works hard to achieve his lofty 

NFL status. On a visit to 
Stamford Bridge to watch 
his beloved Chelsea FC 
in May, 2015, Watt asked 
if he could use the club’s 
gym on the morning of 
the match in order to not 
miss a day of off-season 
training.

That kind of dedication 
has turned Watt into 
an unblockable force 
of nature. The super-

human defender took his game to 
new heights in 2014 as he recorded 
20 1/2 sacks, returned an interception 
80 yards for a touchdown, scored on 
a 45-yard fumble return and added 
three scoring catches while playing a 
cameo role at tight end.

In 2015, while playing with a 
broken hand and a groin muscle 

that was “hanging off the bone”, 
Watt led the NFL yet again with 
17 1/2 sacks. And over those 

two seasons, he hit 
quarterbacks a total of 
101 times – no other 
player in the league 

reached that total 
in three years, 
let alone two.

While he is 
a very adept 
defender on 

running plays, 
Watt comes into 

his own in passing 
situations and 
is the best and 
most versatile 
quarterback- 
hunter in the game. 

Watt relishes 
taking on the 
superstar passers 
of the league each 

and every week.
But he doesn’t pick 
favourites, noting: 
“It doesn’t matter 

to me who I sack, as long as  
I get them. It’s such a great feeling 
because it’s the culmination of so much 
hard work and so much practice.”

The first five years suggest that Watt 
will be spending a lot more time in 
opposing backfields. Pound for pound 
and position for position, he is an NFL 
player without equal.

When healthy again, the four-time 
Pro Bowler will be back on track to 
becoming one of the very best players 
in NFL history, noting, “Every day  
I’m trying to find a way to get better.”

What a scary thought for the rest of 
the NFL!

JJ WATT
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FAST  FACT S

Position: DEFENSIVE END
Team: HOUSTON TEXANS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: WISCONSIN

Date of Birth: MARCH 22, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 5ins/289lbs

THE NOT-SO-FAMOUS FIVE

JJ WATT has built his very 
own log cabin in the middle 

of the woods in Wisconsin and 
spends his off-seasons training 
there “Rocky Balboa style.”

WATT is a massive Chelsea 
FC fan and his favourite  

all-time players are Didier Drogba 
and Frank Lampard.

GROWING up in Wisconsin, 
Watt was a keen ice hockey 

player until the age of 13 and 
played on teams that travelled to 
Canada and Germany.

IN order to pay his college 
tuition fees, Watt worked 

as a delivery man for Pizza Hut 
while playing at the University of 
Wisconsin.

HIS younger brother, Derek, 
is a rookie fullback for the 

San Diego Chargers.
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It doesn’t 
matter to me 
who I sack,  
as long as  
I get them”
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There have been very few 
players I would put in the same 

conversation with Lawrence 
Taylor but JJ Watt is in there. 

He’s pretty special and as 
disruptive as any defensive 

lineman I’ve ever seen”
New England Patriots head coach Bill Belichick



AARON RODGERS is a great example 
that good things really can come to 
those who wait. After a stellar college 
career, Rodgers was tipped to be  
the top pick in the 2005 NFL Draft. 
Had that move transpired, Rodgers 
would have been suiting up for  
the team he supported as a child,  
the San Francisco 49ers.

Instead of that dream scenario, 
Rodgers’ Draft-day experience turned 
into an embarrassing nightmare as 
he sat for hours in a green room 
packed with television cameras 
recording his every wince and cringe 
as pick after pick came off the 
board ahead of him. He eventually 
heard his name called by the Green 
Bay Packers with the 24th overall 
selection.

But the waiting game was only just 
beginning for Rodgers, who sat as 
a rarely used reserve for three full 
seasons behind the legendary Brett 
Favre, before finally assuming control 
of the Packers as the every-week 
starter in 2008.

Upon finally getting his 
opportunity, Rodgers wasted little 
time stamping his authority on the 
NFL and quickly put his strong arm, 

laser accuracy, fiery spirit and good 
mobility to use. 

The benchmark for an elite NFL 
quarterback is to throw for 4,000 
yards or to post a passer rating 
(which can appear complicated  
at first glance) of 100 or more. 
Rodgers threw for more than 4,000 
yards in 2008 and then reeled off six 
straight seasons with a passer rating 
of 100 or more from 2009-2014. Last 
year was considered a down season 
for Rodgers yet he still compiled a 
very acceptable rating of 92.7 and 
threw 31 touchdown passes to just 
eight interceptions.

Had it not been for that year – 
during which time Rodgers was 
working without many of his injured 
supporting cast – he might have 
made number one on our list.  
But Rodgers’ influence on the Packers 
was clear to see last term.

Green Bay became frustrated, 
especially when a good start turned 
sour with six losses in the final 10 
regular-season games. Their offence 
ranked 23rd in the NFL and yet 
Rodgers dragged his team to the 
second round of the playoffs and 
they were an overtime loss to Arizona 
away from reaching the Super Bowl 
semi-finals for the second year in a 
row.

That 2015 blip aside, Rodgers  
is in the midst of an historic run  
and has become the highest-rated 
passer in NFL history. He has 
made the Packers perennial 
contenders, indicating that 
he could very well add to 
the one Super Bowl victory 
secured at the end of the 
2010 season.

“Winning that 
Super Bowl does 
take some pressure 
off,” Rodgers tells 
Touchdown.  
“At the same time, 
the bar has 
been raised 
and we are 
expected 
to go to 
the Super 
Bowl and win 
it every year.  
But that’s okay – 
that’s what I want to 
do. That’s the kind of 
success I dreamed 

of so why not go and get a couple 
more?”

Rodgers seems to deal well 
with the pressure of being an NFL 
quarterback – he understands there 
is a lot of attention on those who 
play his position, especially in Green 
Bay where previous passers such as 
Favre and Bart Starr have taken on 
the status of legends. 

But he is also intent on not taking 
himself too seriously and, when 
possible, he likes to have fun on the 
field. Watch any Packers game and 
you are likely to see Rodgers jawing 
back and forth with defenders, 
laughing and occasionally pulling 
off his infamous ‘championship belt’ 
celebration after a big play.

“There’s a lot of pressure and 
expectation that goes with being an 
NFL quarterback,” Rodgers admits. 
“Growing up you know what kind of 

organisation the Packers are and 
you understand their history  

of winning and the legends 
who have played here.  
But it’s exciting – I’m living 
out a childhood dream. 
This never feels like a job. 
We’re playing a game we 

love and getting paid 
very well. I don’t 

take myself  
too seriously.  
I like to let my 
personality 
come out. It’s 
goofy at times 
but I just like 
to have a good 
time.”

After a slow 
start, Rodgers 
is certainly 
having a good 

time now and 
is the NFL’s best 

quarterback.

AARON RODGERS
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FAST  FACT S

Position: QUARTERBACK
Team: GREEN BAY PACKERS

NFL Seasons: 12
College: CALIFORNIA

Date of Birth: DECEMBER 2, 1983
Height/Weight: 6ft 2ins/225lbs

THE NOT-SO-FAMOUS FIVE

RODGERS is a keen 
follower of the Premier 

League and used to be a Liverpool 
fan before “they got rid of all the 
players” he liked.

AARON makes sure he calls 
his grandparents before 

every NFL game.

HIS girlfriend is American 
actress Olivia Munn, who has 

starred in The Newsroom and the 
X-Men: Apocalypse movie.

A FIVE-TIME Pro Bowl  
all-star, Rodgers has twice 

been named the NFL’s Most 
Valuable Player (2011 and 2014).

IN his free time, Rodgers 
likes to play the guitar,  

learn foreign languages, enjoy 
rounds of golf and video games.
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I’m running out of things to say about Aaron.  
He’s a special player and a great quarterback.  
He makes other people better and pulls everybody up”
Packers head coach Mike McCarthy



ONE of the biggest concerns in any 
professional sport is how well a star 
player will perform after signing a 
life-changing contract worth a huge 
amount of money.

That must have been playing in the 
back of the Denver Broncos’ collective 
mind after they signed Super Bowl 
50 Most Valuable Player Von Miller to 
a six-year extension worth $114.5m 
with a whopping $70m of that 
guaranteed – even if the superstar 
turns into a dud overnight.

The deal made Miller the highest-
paid defender in the game and 
came at the end of a long and bitter 
dispute with general manager John 
Elway. The pair appeared at the 
White House to meet President 
Barack Obama in June when Miller 
was holding out, but the defender 
cropped his boss out of a photo he 
posted of the occasion on Instagram.

Common sense ultimately won the 
day and Miller signed on the dotted 
line. Ever since agreeing that deal, 
team officials and the player himself 
have talked about Miller now playing 
for his legacy and his place in NFL 
history. He never has to worry about 
money again, but there is work still 
to be done on the field.

The four-time Pro Bowler is well 
on his way to becoming an NFL great 
and he has shown no sign of slowing 
down after inking his mega-deal. 
Miller opened the 2016 NFL season 
like a house on fire, terrorising  
top-level quarterbacks such as  
Cam Newton (again), Andrew Luck 
and Andy Dalton.

Miller is playing at an NFL MVP 
level, using his explosive speed to 
race past offensive tackles and into 
the backfield to wreak havoc on the 
quarterback. He is, without doubt, 
the best defender in the game today 
and it was a coin flip between him 
and the man who eventually topped 
our T50 list as to who is the most 
impactful player in the entire league.

What has become a scary prospect 
for the rest of the NFL is that Miller 
has now rounded into the complete 
defender. Early in a career that has 
seen him named All Pro twice,  
Miller was purely a pass-rusher and, 
dare we say it, a one-trick pony.

But he is now a difference-maker 
off the edge against the run or  
the pass, in a 3-4 front or a 4-3.  
No NFL team goes into a game 
without worrying about how to 
contain Miller, who has become a 
one-man wrecking crew.

The Panthers tried to contain 
Miller in Week 1 and he sacked 
Newton late in the game to 
secure victory, the Colts had 
him in their sights in Week 
2 and Andrew Luck was 
dropped three times and 
both the Cincinnati 
Bengals and Tampa 
Bay Buccaneers 
fell to Miller’s 
power and 
pace in a 
remarkable 
opening 
month of 
2016.

The NFL 
has to find 
a way to slow 

Miller, but there are few answers  
to his unique blend of skills.  
The Panthers certainly had no answer 
in Super Bowl 50, when it was 
emphatically proven that defence 
does indeed still win championships.

Miller set the tone early in that 
game in Santa Clara as he stormed 
past a bewildered Mike Remmers, 
slammed into Newton near the  
goal-line, jarring the ball loose for 
Malik Jackson to score the first 
touchdown of the game. The Broncos 
led 10-0 after that play and never 
looked back, securing a 24-10 victory. 
Miller’s statistics not only looked like 
a one-man defence, they probably 
had Remmers considering retirement 
and they certainly sent Newton into 
a post-game sulk of epic proportions. 
The Denver star registered six 
tackles, two-and-a-half sacks,  
two forced fumbles and two 
quarterback hurries during a 
defensive performance for the ages.

In an era where the pass is 
prevalent, defences around the 
league are searching for that athletic 
and powerful difference-maker on 
the edge – a guy who can disrupt 

the timing of an offence, wear 
down offensive linemen 
with his speed and beat 
quarterbacks into submission 
with his relentlessness.

The Broncos have just 
that man in Miller 
and he has already 
proven that he will 

remain driven, 
passionate and 

dominant for 
many years 
to come – 
no matter 
how many 

millions he 
has sitting in 

the bank.

VON MILLER
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FAST  FACT S

Position: OUTSIDE LINEBACKER
Team: DENVER BRONCOS

NFL Seasons: 6
College: TEXAS A&M

Date of Birth: MARCH 26, 1989
Height/Weight: 6ft 3ins/250lbs

THE NOT-SO-FAMOUS FIVE

MILLER took part in the 
American version of Strictly 

Come Dancing in 2016. Miller and 
his partner, Witney Carson, finished 
in eighth place on Dancing with 
the Stars.

VON wears glasses when 
not playing in the NFL and 

every year in Denver he hosts Von 
Miller’s Back to School Vision Day, 
offering eye tests, glasses and 
support for children from  
low-income families who need help.

HIS all-time favourite NFL 
player is the late, great 

Kansas City Chiefs pass-rusher 
Derrick Thomas and the latter is 
the reason Von wears number 58.

WHEN he is not playing in 
the NFL, Miller likes to raise 

chickens!

THE linebacker says his 
favourite road stadium in 

the NFL belongs to the Dallas 
Cowboys. His other favourites 
include Lil Wayne (music) and 
Caribbean (food).
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No other defender can rush like 
Von Miller. He has God-given 
ability that nobody else has”
Denver Broncos cornerback Chris Harris Jnr
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THERE are a number of honours that 
can be bestowed upon an NFL player, 
including being voted to the Pro 
Bowl all-star game (by media, fans 
and players) or being named All-Pro 
(best of the NFL best, decided by the 
media).

But perhaps the greatest honour of 
all is to win the respect of your peers 
and to know that you are feared every 
time you step on the field. That is the 
current status of Pittsburgh Steelers 
wide receiver Antonio Brown.

Speaking to elite receivers around 
the league in recent seasons has led to 
one glaring and obvious conclusion – 
the stars of the NFL think that Antonio 
Brown is the best in the business.

Odell Beckham Jnr, Pro Bowl wide 
receiver for the New York Giants, 
opines: “Antonio Brown is one of those 
guys I love to watch. I watch receivers 
like him on film and try to find some 
things that he does that I can add to 
my game. He is one of the best.”

“It’s such an elite passing game 
in the NFL today,” adds Jacksonville 
Jaguars Pro Bowl receiver Allen 
Robinson. “There are a tonne of guys 
I like to watch, but especially Antonio 
Brown.”

Recently-retired Detroit Lions 
legendary receiver Calvin “Megatron” 
Johnson weighs in, telling Touchdown: 
“It’s really fun for me to watch my guy, 
Antonio Brown – he is so quick and 
shifty and he can make a lot of plays 
out of nothing.”

Brown is one of the most exciting 
players in today’s NFL, but he is also 
one of the better feel-good stories in 
recent league history. A walk-on in 
college at Central Michigan, Brown was 
a lowly sixth-round draft choice for the 
Steelers in 2010 and was forced to put 
his return skills to good use in order to 
secure a roster spot as a rookie.

That very same change-of-direction 
ability still helps Brown to this day 

because he is hard to cover while 
running routes and is a real danger 
with the ball in his hands after the 
catch.

After catching 16 passes as a rookie, 
Brown made his mark in 2011 as 
he became the first player in league 
history to record 1,000 yards receiving 
and 1,000 return yards in the same 
campaign. To this day, he remains the 
most dynamic ball-carrier in the game.

Despite his relatively slender frame, 
Brown is a nightmare for opposing 
defences and his production has been 
off the charts. And he seems to be 
getting better after recording four 
1,000-yard seasons in the last five 
years.

In 2013, Brown caught 110 passes 
for 1,499 yards and eight touchdowns. 
In 2014, he bettered those numbers 
with 129 receptions for 1,698 yards 
and 13 scores. And last season was 
even better as the perennial all-star 
reeled in 136 grabs for 1,834 yards. 
Those 136 receptions were the second-
most in a season in league history.

With that kind of production,  
it may not be long before Brown is 
threatening single-season NFL records 
such as receptions (Marvin Harrison 
had 143 for Indianapolis in 2002) and 
yards (“Megatron” recorded 1,964 for 
Detroit in 2012).

And as he pulls in every catch, 
Brown does so with a smile on his face. 
He is one of the ultimate entertainers 
in the NFL and can often be found 
somersaulting into the end zone or 
running full speed and straddling 
the goal-post, as he did with 
his infamous ‘Nutcracker’ 
celebration after scoring against 
Indianapolis last season.

While most of us love to 
watch Brown smile his way 
through a perfect route 
before scoring a 
touchdown, others 
find him to be a bit 
more annoying.

“Antonio tells 
me he is open 
on every single 
play,” Steelers 
quarterback Ben 
Roethlisberger 
laughs. “That’s 
kind of what I’m 
used to because 
he is the best in 
the world.”

“He usually tells me to shut 
up,” Brown counters. “I need 
the ball - if you don’t want 
the ball, you shouldn’t be out 
there.”

That constant demand for 
the football is one reason 
why Brown is the NFL’s  
best wide receiver.  

And, worryingly for the rest 
of the league, he is not about 
to slow down.

“There’s so much more 
work to do,” Brown 
concludes. “There’s so  

much more for me to 
improve on.”

ANTONIO BROWN
1

FAST  FACTS

Position: WIDE RECEIVER
Team: PITTSBURGH STEELERS

NFL Seasons: 7
College: CENTRAL MICHIGAN

Date of Birth: JULY 10, 1988
Height/Weight: 5ft 10ins/181lbs

THE NOT-SO-FAMOUS FIVE

BROWN is renowned for 
working hard during each 

off-season and works out with 
Seattle Seahawks quarterback 
Russell Wilson and actor  
“The Rock”, Dwayne Johnson.

ANTONIO was childhood 
friends with Indianapolis 

Colts Pro Bowl wide receiver  
TY Hilton. The pair played on the 
same Gwen Cherry Park American 
football team while growing up in 
Miami but were in different age 
groups.

IN 2016, Brown appeared on 
America’s version of Strictly 

Come Dancing, Dancing with the 
Stars and made it all the way to 
the semi-finals before being voted 
off the show.

DURING Week 1 of the 2016 
season, Brown was fined 

$9,115 for over-zealous twerking 
after scoring a touchdown against 
the Washington Redskins.

AT the end of a 46-yard 
punt return against the 

Cleveland Browns (no relation) in 
2014, Antonio took the fight to 
the man trying to bring him down, 

sticking his foot in the face of 
punter Spencer Lanning. He 
was flagged for unnecessary 
roughness.
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Antonio Brown is special.  
You put him back as a punt 
returner and he is scary.  
You put him as a receiver and he 
is scary. He is just a great player”
Indianapolis Colts Pro Bowl safety Mike Adams
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1 ANTONIO BROWN Wide receiver Pittsburgh Steelers
2 VON MILLER Outside linebacker Denver Broncos
3 AARON RODGERS Quarterback Green Bay Packers
4 JJ WATT Defensive end Houston Texans
5 TOM BRADY Quarterback New England Patriots
6 AARON DONALD Defensive tackle Los Angeles Rams
7 JULIO JONES Wide receiver  Atlanta Falcons
8 ROB GRONKOWSKI Tight end New England Patriots
9 LUKE KUECHLY Middle linebacker Carolina Panthers
10 KHALIL MACK Defensive end Oakland Raiders
11 CAM NEWTON Quarterback Carolina Panthers
12 ODELL BECKHAM JNR Wide receiver New York Giants
13 BEN ROETHLISBERGER Quarterback Pittsburgh Steelers
14 PATRICK PETERSON Cornerback Arizona Cardinals
15 HARRISON SMITH Safety Minnesota Vikings
16 JOSH NORMAN Cornerback Washington Redskins
17 RICHARD SHERMAN Cornerback Seattle Seahawks
18 RUSSELL WILSON Quarterback Seattle Seahawks
19 TODD GURLEY Running back Los Angeles Rams
20 ANDREW LUCK Quarterback Indianapolis Colts
21 LE’VEON BELL Running back Pittsburgh Steelers
22 AJ GREEN Wide receiver Cincinnati Bengals
23 TYRANN MATHIEU Safety Arizona Cardinals
24 TYRON SMITH Tackle Dallas Cowboys
25 EARL THOMAS Safety Seattle Seahawks

26 JOE THOMAS Tackle Cleveland Browns
27 ERIC BERRY Safety Kansas City Chiefs
28 MARSHAL YANDA Guard Baltimore Ravens
29 ADRIAN PETERSON Running back Minnesota Vikings
30 NDAMUKONG SUH Defensive tackle Miami Dolphins
31 FLETCHER COX Defensive end Philadelphia Eagles
32 DEREK CARR Quarterback Oakland Raiders
33 GERALD McCOY Defensive tackle Tampa Bay Buccaneers
34 GREG OLSEN Tight end Carolina Panthers
35 JORDAN REED Tight end Washington Redskins
36 DREW BREES Quarterback New Orleans Saints
37 DEZ BRYANT Wide receiver Dallas Cowboys
38 KAM CHANCELLOR Safety Seattle Seahawks
39 GENO ATKINS Defensive tackle Cincinnati Bengals
40 ALLEN ROBINSON Wide receiver Jacksonville Jaguars
41 CALAIS CAMPBELL Defensive end Arizona Cardinals
42 DeANDRE HOPKINS Wide receiver Houston Texans
43 THOMAS DAVIS Outside linebacker Carolina Panthers
44 MICHAEL BENNETT Defensive end Seattle Seahawks
45 ZACK MARTIN Guard Dallas Cowboys
46 DAVID JOHNSON Running back Arizona Cardinals
47 BOBBY WAGNER Middle linebacker Seattle Seahawks
48 MARCUS PETERS Cornerback Kansas City Chiefs
49 CHRIS HARRIS JNR Cornerback  Denver Broncos
50 MATT RYAN Quarterback Atlanta Falcons

THE TOP 50





THE ANNUAL 2017
Pre-order now & SAVE 25% off the print edition

Pre-order today at www.boxingnewsonline.net/shop  
and quote BNANNUAL25

Est. 1909


