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Introduction


The Bengals Legacy

The Cincinnati Bengals came into being primarily through the efforts of Paul Brown, the legendary head coach who, from 1946 to 1962, led the Cleveland Browns to four All-America Football Conference (AAFC) and three National Football League (NFL) championships while serving as the team’s part-owner, general manager, and head coach. Eager to get back into the game after being ousted by new Browns owner Art Modell following the conclusion of the 1962 campaign, Brown convinced Ohio governor Jim Rhodes during a meeting between the two men in 1965 that the state had the ability to accommodate a second pro football team. One year later, Cincinnati’s city council approved the construction of 60,389-seat Riverfront Stadium, a multipurpose facility built on the dilapidated riverfront section of the city that served as home to both the Bengals and Reds from 1970 to 1999.

Awarded a franchise in the then nine-team American Football League (AFL) in 1967, a group headed by Brown officially named its new team the Bengals in recognition of previous Cincinnati pro football franchises with the same name that had competed during the 1930s and 1940s. Beginning play in 1968, the Bengals, who spent their first two seasons playing their home games at Nippert Stadium, the current home of the University of Cincinnati Bearcats, initially took up residence in the AFL West, which they shared with the Oakland Raiders, Kansas City Chiefs, San Diego Chargers, and Denver Broncos. Meanwhile, the New York Jets, Houston Oilers, Miami Dolphins, Boston Patriots, and Buffalo Bills comprised the league’s Eastern Division.

The expansion Bengals did not fare particularly well at first, posting an overall record of 7-20-1 from 1968 to 1969 that earned them a pair of last-place finishes. However, their play improved dramatically following the NFL/AFL merger in 1970. With three former NFL teams (Cleveland Browns, Pittsburgh Steelers, and Baltimore Colts) agreeing to move to the newly constructed AFC, pro football adopted a new two-conference, three-division setup that placed the Bengals in the AFC Central Division, where they competed directly against the Browns, Steelers, and Houston Oilers. Finding the new alignment very much to their liking, the Bengals captured their first division title in 1970 by compiling a record of 8–6 during the regular season. But they subsequently suffered a 17–0 defeat at the hands of the eventual Super Bowl champion Baltimore Colts in the opening round of the postseason tournament.

Far less successful in 1971, the Bengals finished just 4–10, before going 8–6 the following year and laying claim to their second division title in 1973 by posting a mark of 10–4. However, they again came up short in the divisional round of the playoffs, this time losing to the defending Super Bowl champion Miami Dolphins by a score of 34–16. Following a mediocre 7–7 showing in 1974, the Bengals advanced to the playoffs as a wild card the following year by compiling a regular-season record of 11–3. But they again exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing to the Oakland Raiders by a score of 31–28 in the opening round.

Choosing to retire from coaching at the end of the year, 67-year-old Paul Brown, who had directed the Bengals from the sidelines since their inception, turned over the mantle of leadership to former offensive line coach Bill Johnson. In his eight years as head man in Cincinnati, Brown guided the Bengals to an overall record of 55-56-1, three playoff appearances, and two division titles. Meanwhile, during his time in the Queen City, Brown had the privilege of coaching standout performers such as quarterback Ken Anderson, wide receiver Isaac Curtis, center Bob Johnson, and tight end Bob Trumpy on offense, and lineman Mike Reid, linebacker Bill Bergey, and cornerbacks Ken Riley and Lemar Parrish on defense. Although Brown would never again coach in the NFL, he continued to serve as Bengals general manager until his death in 1991, when his son, Mike, assumed GM duties.

The Bengals compiled a winning record under Bill Johnson in each of the next two seasons, performing especially well in 1976, when they just missed making the playoffs with a mark of 10–4. However, Johnson received his walking papers after the Bengals lost their first five games in 1978, leading to the hiring of former Rice University head coach, Homer Rice. Continuing to struggle under Rice, the Bengals posted identical 4–12 records in 1978 and 1979, prompting management to turn to Hall of Fame offensive lineman Forrest Gregg, who had previously served as head man in Cleveland from 1975 to 1977 and with Toronto of the Canadian Football League in 1979.

After going just 6–10 their first year under Gregg, the Bengals captured consecutive division titles in 1981 and 1982, advancing to the Super Bowl in the first of those campaigns by defeating the Buffalo Bills, 28–21, in the opening round of the playoffs and the San Diego Chargers, 27–7, in the AFC Championship Game, before losing to the San Francisco 49ers in Super Bowl XVI by a score of 26–21.

An extremely well-balanced team, the 1981 Bengals excelled on both offense and defense, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 421–304 during the regular season, en route to compiling a record of 12–4. Although quarterback Ken Anderson earned NFL MVP honors with his exceptional play behind center, he received a significant amount of help from running back Pete Johnson, wide receiver Cris Collinsworth, and standout offensive linemen Anthony Muñoz and Max Montoya. Meanwhile, linebackers Reggie Williams and Jim LeClair, ends Ross Browner and Eddie Edwards, and cornerbacks Louis Breeden and the ageless Ken Riley all starred for the Bengals on the defensive side of the ball.

After suffering a humiliating 44–17 defeat at the hands of the New York Jets in the wild card round of the 1982 AFC playoffs, the Bengals finished just 7–9 under Gregg the following year, causing management to replace him with former Indiana University head coach Sam Wyche, who had previously spent nearly a decade (including three years with the Bengals) serving as a backup quarterback in the NFL. Wyche subsequently led the Bengals to a pair of mediocre finishes in 1984 and 1985, before guiding them to a mark of 10–6 in 1986 and a record of 12–4 two years later that earned them their fifth division title.

Led by NFL MVP Boomer Esiason, running backs James Brooks and Ickey Woods, star wideout Eddie Brown, and the most dominant offensive lineman in the game, Anthony Muñoz, the Bengals boasted the NFL’s most prolific offense in 1988, scoring a league-high 448 points during the regular season. Solid on defense as well, the Bengals featured linebacker Reggie Williams, run-stuffing nose tackle Tim Krumrie, and hard-hitting safety David Fulcher on that side of the ball, making them the AFC’s most complete team, which they proved by defeating Seattle, 21–13, in the divisional round of the playoffs and Buffalo, 21–10, in the conference championship game. Once again, though, San Francisco prevented them from capturing the NFL championship, with Joe Montana’s 10-yard touchdown pass to John Taylor with just 34 seconds left in regulation giving the 49ers a 20–16 victory over the Bengals in Super Bowl XXIII.

Not nearly as dominant in 1989, the Bengals concluded the campaign with a record of just 8–8, before winning their sixth division title the following year, despite posting a rather mediocre mark of 9–7 during the regular season. But after routing the Houston Oilers, 41–14, in the wild card round of the playoffs, the Bengals suffered a 20–10 defeat at the hands of the Los Angeles Raiders in the divisional round of the postseason tournament.

Having won four division titles and appeared in two Super Bowls the previous 10 years, the Bengals looked forward to more success heading into the 1991 campaign. However, following the passing of Paul Brown on August 5 of that year, the Bengals entered the darkest period in franchise history—one in which they posted a losing record in 11 of the next 12 seasons as Sam Wyche (1991), David Shula (1992–1996), Bruce Coslet (1996–2000), and Dick LeBeau (2000–2002) all took turns coaching the team.

After winning only three games under Wyche in 1991, the Bengals posted an overall record of just 19–52 under Shula, before management replaced him at the helm with Coslet midway through the 1996 campaign. The Bengals subsequently showed some improvement under Coslet in 1996 and 1997, going a combined 14–11. But they performed miserably with him in charge the next three seasons, posting a composite mark of just 7–28, before management handed him his walking papers. Faring no better under LeBeau the next three seasons, the Bengals went a combined 12–33, costing him his job as well.

Certainly, much of the blame for the Bengals’ failures could be attributed to the many poor picks they made in the annual NFL Draft. While the team’s brain trust showed sound judgment when it selected wide receiver Carl Pickens in the second round in 1992, fellow wideout Darnay Scott in the second round in 1994, offensive tackle Willie Anderson with the 10th overall pick in 1996, and running back Corey Dillon in the second round in 1997, it fumbled the ball when it selected quarterback David Klingler sixth overall in 1992, running back Ki-Jana Carter with the first overall pick in 1995, and quarterback Akili Smith third overall in 1999. And with both Klingler and Smith proving to be huge draft busts, the Bengals found themselves being hampered by poor quarterback play for much of the period, with only Jeff Blake performing well behind center for two or three seasons.

Meanwhile, with the NFL expanding to 30 teams in 1995, the Jacksonville Jaguars joined the Bengals, Browns, Steelers, and Oilers in the AFC Central Division. One year later, the Browns moved to Baltimore and renamed themselves the Ravens. Following suit in 1997, the Oilers relocated from Houston to Tennessee, although they retained their original moniker for two years until they became the Titans. Things remained status quo in the AFC Central until 1999, when a new expansion version of the Cleveland Browns entered the division, increasing the number of teams to six. Then, with the AFC adding the Houston Texans to its fraternity of ballclubs in 2002, each conference adopted a four-division setup, placing the Bengals in the newly formed AFC North, which they have since shared with the Steelers, Browns, and Ravens.

In addition to the changes within their division, the Bengals, who had called Riverfront Stadium (later renamed Cinergy Field in 1996) home since 1970, moved into newly constructed Paul Brown Stadium in 2000. Located on approximately 22 acres of land, Paul Brown Stadium, which has since been renamed Paycor Stadium in deference to its sponsor, has a listed seating capacity of 65,515. Nicknamed “The Jungle,” Paycor Stadium has served as home to the Bengals for the last 24 seasons.

Things finally began to improve in Cincinnati after the Bengals hired former Baltimore Ravens and Washington Redskins defensive coordinator Marvin Lewis as their new head coach following an embarrassing 2–14 showing in 2002. Bringing stability to the organization for the first time in years, Lewis guided the Bengals to consecutive 8–8 finishes in his first two seasons, before leading them to an 11–5 record and their first division title in 15 years in 2005.

Featuring a talented roster that included former Heisman Trophy winning quarterback Carson Palmer, whom they had selected with the first overall pick in the 2003 NFL Draft, running back Rudi Johnson, receivers Chad Johnson and T. J. Houshmandzadeh, All-Pro tackle Willie Anderson, defensive lineman Justin Smith, and linebacker Brian Simmons, the Bengals entered the 2005 postseason tournament with high hopes. But their dreams of advancing to the Super Bowl for the third time in franchise history all but ended in the first quarter of their opening-round playoff loss to the eventual Super Bowl champion Pittsburgh Steelers, when Palmer suffered a broken leg that required reconstructive surgery during the following offseason.

Although Palmer returned to action in 2006, the Bengals failed to make the playoffs in any of the next three seasons, finishing well out of contention in 2008, when another serious injury to their starting quarterback and an off year by ailing wideout Chad Johnson relegated them to a mark of just 4-11-1. However, with both Palmer and Johnson fully healthy by the start of the 2009 campaign, the Bengals captured the AFC North title with a record of 10–6. Again, though, they exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing to the Jets, 24–14, in the opening round.

The Bengals subsequently finished just 4–12 in 2010, before beginning an extremely successful five-year run during which they won two division titles and made five consecutive playoff appearances with Andy Dalton starting for them behind center. Solid but unspectacular, Dalton went on to establish himself as one of the franchise’s career leaders in every major passing category, with the help of star receiver A. J. Green, who ranks among the finest wideouts in team annals. Meanwhile, Geno Atkins and Carlos Dunlap excelled for the Bengals on defense, giving them one of the top defensive line tandems in the league.

But while the Bengals performed well during the regular season, they faltered in the playoffs each year, suffering five straight first-round losses in postseason play. After advancing to the playoffs as a wild card in both 2011 and 2012, the Bengals suffered consecutive first-round losses to the Houston Texans, losing to them, 31–10, in the first of those campaigns and, 19–13, in the second. A division winner in 2013, the Bengals compiled a record of 11–5 during the regular season. But this time they lost to the San Diego Chargers in the opening round by a score of 27–10. Advancing to the playoffs as a wild card for the third time in four years in 2014 after finishing the regular season with a mark of 10-5-1, the Bengals subsequently failed to mount a serious challenge to the Indianapolis Colts in the opening round of the postseason tournament, losing to them by a score of 26–10. Entering the 2015 playoffs with high hopes after winning the division title with a record of 12–4, the Bengals came up short in the opening round for the fifth straight time, this time suffering a heartbreaking 18–16 defeat at the hands of the division rival Pittsburgh Steelers.

While many football pundits began calling for the firing of Marvin Lewis due to the constant failures of his team once it reached the playoffs, he remained head coach in Cincinnati until the end of 2018, when he and the organization announced that they had mutually decided to part ways after the Bengals posted three straight losing records. In his 16 years as head coach of the Bengals, Lewis led them to an overall regular-season record of 131-122-3, seven playoff appearances, and four division titles. Named NFL Coach of the Year in 2009, Lewis won more games than any other head coach in franchise history. Unfortunately, he also failed to lead the Bengals to victory in any of the seven playoff games in which they appeared during his tenure.

Moving on from Lewis, the Bengals named longtime NFL assistant coach Zac Taylor their new head man prior to the start of the 2019 campaign. Taylor, who had previously worked with quarterbacks and wide receivers in Miami, Cincinnati, and Los Angeles (Rams), struggled in his first two seasons as head coach in Cincinnati, leading the Bengals to a total of just six victories in 2019 and 2020. But since selecting quarterback Joe Burrow and wide receiver Ja’Marr Chase in the first round of consecutive drafts, improving their offensive line, and adding some much-needed help on defense, the Bengals have thrived under Taylor the past three seasons.

After finishing first in the AFC North with a regular-season record of 10–7 in 2021, the Bengals posted victories over the Las Vegas Raiders (26–19), Tennessee Titans (19–16), and Kansas City Chiefs (27–24 in OT) in the playoffs that earned them a trip to the Super Bowl. However, they came up just a bit short against the Los Angeles Rams in Super Bowl LVI, losing to their NFC counterparts by a score of 23–20. The Bengals followed that up by laying claim to the division title again in 2022, finishing the regular season with a mark of 12–4, before defeating the Baltimore Ravens (24–17) and Buffalo Bills (27–10) in the first two rounds of the playoffs. But this time they lost to the Chiefs, 23–20, in the AFC Championship Game. Forced to play without an injured Joe Burrow for much of 2023, the Bengals failed to advance to the postseason tournament, concluding the campaign with a record of just 9–8.

Nevertheless, with a potent offense led by Burrow and Chase and a solid defense anchored by standout linemen Trey Hendrickson and Sam Hubbard, the Bengals figure to be perennial contenders for conference championship honors for years to come. Their next AFC title will be their fourth. They have also won 12 division titles. Featuring several outstanding performers through the years, the Bengals have inducted seven players into their Ring of Honor, two of whom are also in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.



Factors Used to Determine Rankings

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Cincinnati Bengals presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I still needed to devise a method of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Anthony Muñoz, Ken Anderson, Ken Riley, Chad Johnson, Willie Anderson, Geno Atkins, and Joe Burrow would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players in team annals, with Isaac Curtis, Tim Krumrie, Lemar Parrish, Reggie Williams, Jim LeClair, and A. J. Green heading the list of other Bengals icons. But how does one compare players who lined up on opposite sides of the ball with any degree of certainty? Furthermore, how does one differentiate between the pass-rushing and run-stopping skills of front-seven defenders Atkins and Krumrie and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs Riley and Parrish? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout lineman Max Montoya and skill position players such as James Brooks and Corey Dillon? After initially deciding whom to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.

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

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

To illustrate my last point, rules changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably over the course of the last two decades. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers that players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the numbers Joe Burrow has compiled to this point in his career in their proper context when comparing him to earlier Bengals quarterbacks Ken Anderson and Boomer Esiason. Similarly, the statistics posted by Ja’Marr Chase and Tee Higgins must be viewed in moderation when comparing them to previous Bengals wideouts Isaac Curtis and Carl Pickens.

Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the club during his time in Cincinnati, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the Bengals won during a player’s years with the team certainly factored into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in the Queen City happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Jeff Blake and Darnay Scott will appear in these rankings.

One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Bengals when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of standout performers such as Bill Bergey and Coy Bacon, both of whom had many of their finest seasons for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of Hall of Famers Charlie Joiner and Terrell Owens are nowhere to be found.

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










1

Anthony Muñoz


Despite the important place that Ken Anderson holds in Bengals history, Anthony Muñoz represented the only possible choice for the top spot on this list. Referred to by former Bengals head coach Sam Wyche as “the greatest offensive tackle the game has ever known,” Muñoz, who spent his entire 13-year career in Cincinnati, is widely regarded as the finest offensive lineman in NFL history. A member of teams that won four division titles and two AFC championships, Muñoz gained Pro Bowl and All-Pro recognition 11 times each, en route to earning spots on both the NFL 75th Anniversary All-Time Team and the NFL 100 All-Time Team. Named NFL Offensive Lineman of the Year on seven separate occasions, Muñoz later received the additional honors of gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his very first year of eligibility and being accorded a number 17 ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History and a number 12 ranking on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players. Here, Muñoz receives a number one ranking, finishing well ahead of his closest competitor, Ken Anderson.

Born in Ontario, California, on August 19, 1958, Michael Anthony Muñoz grew up some 40 miles northeast of Los Angeles, where his mother, Esther, raised him and his four siblings by herself after his father deserted the family. Praising his mom for her hard work and dedication to her children, Muñoz recalled, “She did it all. We didn’t have a lot, but we had each other; and we were close to each other and happy enough.”

Although his father lived nearby, Muñoz saw him just twice, later telling Jay Greenberg of Sports Illustrated, “I never had a father, so I never knew what I was missing. As I look back, I don’t even know if I was poor. We were provided for, but we didn’t have any extras.”

Encouraged by his mother to pursue his athletic interests, Muñoz spent his early years focusing primarily on baseball since officials did not permit him to compete in Pop Warner Football because of his great size. A power-pitcher and power-hitter on the diamond, Muñoz excelled to such a degree that Jim Semon, the director of the summer recreation program in Ontario, remembered, “He was on so many teams that when they had to play each other, they would fight over him.”

[image: ]
Anthony Muñoz is generally considered to be the greatest offensive lineman in NFL history.
Although Muñoz continued to play baseball at Chaffey High School, he also excelled in football and basketball, proving to be especially proficient on the gridiron, where he starred as a two-way lineman. An outstanding student as well, Muñoz earned scholastic All-America honors. Heavily recruited by several major colleges as graduation neared, Muñoz ultimately chose to enroll at USC after the school agreed to allow him to skip spring football practice so that he could also play for the university’s baseball team. However, a series of knee injuries sustained on the football field limited Muñoz to just one year of baseball competition.

Making a name for himself on the gridiron, Muñoz started for the Trojans at left offensive tackle for four years. But both his freshman and junior seasons ended prematurely due to injury, preventing him from taking part in the team’s two Rose Bowl victories. Muñoz also missed virtually his entire senior year after tearing knee ligaments in the regular-season opener. However, after undergoing his third knee surgery in four years, Muñoz chose not to request a medical redshirt that would have enabled him to play as a fifth-year senior in 1980. Electing instead to play in the Rose Bowl, Muñoz, who said at the time, “I can’t imagine missing that experience with my guys,” helped running back Charles White gain 247 yards on the ground during USC’s 17–16 win over the previously undefeated Ohio State Buckeyes. Commenting on his star left tackle’s magnificent performance afterward, Trojans head coach John Robinson said, “To me, that’s a perfect game. That’s one of the greatest things I’ve ever seen happen. . . . He’s potentially the most outstanding offensive lineman I ever saw anywhere. He’s one of the greatest players at any position I ever saw.”

With questions regarding the health of Muñoz’s knees abounding heading into the annual NFL Draft, Bengals owner Paul Brown dispatched head coach Forrest Gregg to USC, where the Hall of Fame tackle conducted a one-on-one workout with the young lineman. After rushing directly at Muñoz a few times, Gregg decided to employ a different maneuver, recalling, “I rushed like I was going inside and then went outside on him. He reacted like a football player would. He jammed me on the chest with both hands and knocked me on my rear. He was very apologetic, and I said, ‘No, no, no, you did what you were supposed to do.’ I thought, ‘We’ve got to have this guy.’” A few weeks later, the Bengals got their man when they selected Muñoz with the third overall pick of the 1980 NFL Draft.

Laying claim to the starting left tackle job immediately upon his arrival in Cincinnati, Muñoz performed well in his first pro season, earning a spot on the 1980 NFL All-Rookie Team, before beginning a string of 11 straight Pro Bowl and All-Pro nominations the following year. Putting to rest any concerns over his oft-injured knees, Muñoz missed just four non-strike games from 1980 to 1991, at one point starting 105 consecutive contests.

Establishing himself during that time as the league’s finest player at his position, Muñoz excelled in every aspect of offensive line play, dominating his opponent as both a run-blocker and pass-protector. Standing 6’6” and weighing close to 280 pounds, Muñoz possessed good size, great strength, and tremendous quickness, with former Houston Oilers defensive end William Fuller saying, “I’ll tell you that he was one great player. The man had the most unbelievably quick feet at the position that I ever saw. Nobody was even close. And when you combine that with his technique, it was a brutal assignment to try to get the best of him. He had the best feet, and his hands were just about at the same level. He was the best, and by a wide margin.”

Also blessed with an extraordinary ability to change direction without losing his balance, Muñoz received raves for his excellence in that area from longtime Bengals offensive line coach Jim McNally, who stated, “I don’t care who he was playing against, what the conditions were like, or what his assignment was. He never fell down. He had the most incredible balance I’ve ever seen. Even against the quickest pass-rushers, he would never leave his feet. He had incredible balance and anticipation. He was a great player to coach and just a tremendous student of the game.”

In describing what it was like running behind Muñoz, speedy Bengals running back James Brooks said, “I didn’t feel like I needed that much room to make a big play. I was quick, and I could get through a small crack. But, when you run behind Anthony, you don’t get a small crack. He was so big, so powerful, and just so good that you got a whole lane to run through, and then you could cut off his back as he was finishing his block. He was like nobody I ever played with.”

Never allowing himself to get caught up in the mind games played by others, Muñoz always remained focused on the task at hand, saying, “I enjoyed what I was doing, and I never really thought it was about me showing the other guy who was tougher. I wanted to create a hole for the running back or protect the quarterback. To me, that was all about technique. My technique against his technique. You want to turn it into some physical battle or some war, fine. But that’s not going to change my objective. I want to open a hole. I want to create a running lane. I want to protect the quarterback. I’m not going to get drawn into your war.”

Commenting on the mental approach her husband applied to his craft, Muñoz’s wife, DeDe, told Sports Illustrated: “If you really watch the way he plays offensive line, it’s different than any other player in the league. Instead of trying to intimidate someone or overpower them, all he wanted to do was show how his skill level was higher than his opponent’s. It’s artistic the way he plays. He makes it look easy.”

In discussing Muñoz, NFL all-time sack leader Bruce Smith stated, “He never said anything when you played against him. No trash talking. No nothing. The only thing I ever heard from him was an apology when his fingers went inside my facemask. If that had happened with other players, you would have thought they had done it to get an edge. Not with Anthony. Not only didn’t he need to get an edge, he would never have played dirty, not even for a second. . . . There are no comparisons between him and other tackles. He’s proven it year after year that he’s the best.”

[image: ]
Muñoz earned Pro Bowl and All-Pro honors 11 times each.
Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com

Always in tremendous physical condition, Muñoz employed a rigorous workout regimen year-round that included weightlifting and running three to four miles every day. Praised by his teammates for his extraordinary work ethic, Muñoz, said former Bengals offensive lineman Max Montoya, practiced and played like a man who had something to prove, with Montoya stating, “That’s the way he played for 13 years, like he was trying to work his way into a starting slot.”

When asked how he maintained such a high level of play for so long, Muñoz said, “It was year-round, staying consistent, staying in shape, working on my technique. One of the things a lot of people know is that I didn’t take a whole lot of time after my last game to get back into training my body. . . . I had already achieved a high level of conditioning during the season; as you know, you get banged up a little bit, but I can adapt to the season, and I knew that I would go out and I’d lift, and I’d run, but I’d also work on my technique in the offseason.”

Muñoz’s exceptional athletic ability also allowed the Bengals to occasionally employ him as a receiver in short-yardage or goal-line situations, with four of his career receptions resulting in touchdowns.

After starting virtually every game the Bengals played the previous 12 seasons, Muñoz missed half of the 1992 campaign due to knee and shoulder problems, prompting him to announce his retirement at the end of the year. Muñoz, who ended his career having appeared in a total of 185 games, 184 of which he started, did not have to wait long to be voted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, gaining induction the first time his name appeared on the ballot in 1998. Although the Bengals have not officially retired his #78, they have not reissued it since he left the team.

In addition to his many other honors, Muñoz earned the distinction of being named on 27 of the 50 ballots cast by a panel of experts, reporters, and analysts assembled by ESPN in 2022 to determine the greatest players at each position in NFL history. When asked about his selection of Muñoz at left tackle, Jacksonville Jaguars reporter Michael DiRocco replied, “It’s pretty simple for me: He was as dominant a player at his position as there has been in the NFL. A mauler with the feet of a dancer, he could overpower guys or beat them with his mobility. Muñoz is the standard against which all offensive tackles are measured.”

Following his playing days, Muñoz remained in Cincinnati, where he spent seven years doing color commentary for NFL games, before becoming a college football analyst. After temporarily leaving the booth when his eldest son began playing football at the University of Tennessee, Muñoz resumed his broadcasting career as an analyst for Bengals preseason games. Extremely active in the community as well, Muñoz, who, during his playing days, won the Cincinnati Bengals Man of the Year Award five times and the NFL Man of the Year Award once, runs the Anthony Muñoz Foundation, a nonprofit organization he established in 2002 that is dedicated to providing mental, physical, and spiritual assistance to youth in the Tri-State region. Muñoz has also spoken to over 150 high school assemblies discouraging the use of drugs and alcohol; assisted in two football camps in Guadalajara, Mexico; spoken to military units all over the United States; co-chaired 12 Anthony Muñoz Cystic Fibrosis golf tournaments; served as a member of the Advisory Board of Citizens for Community Values; and, since 2022, has served as chief football relationship officer for the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

A devout Christian, Muñoz says, “My faith has been everything for me in my life, college, my 13 years playing in the NFL. Since I’ve been retired from the NFL, it continues to be the most important thing in my life.”

Career Highlights

Best Season

Muñoz gained official NFL Offensive Lineman of the Year recognition from the Associated Press three times, being so honored in 1981, 1987, and 1988. The NFL Players Association accorded him that same honor in 1982, 1988, 1989, and 1990. Meanwhile, the NFL Alumni Association voted Muñoz NFL Offensive Lineman of the Year in 1987, 1989, 1990, and 1991. And Muñoz won the Seagram’s Seven Crowns of Sports award for NFL Offensive Lineman of the Year in 1981 and 1986. With both Muñoz and former Bengals offensive line coach Jim McNally identifying the 1986 campaign as the finest of his career, who are we to argue?

Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Muñoz helped the Bengals amass 509 yards of total offense during a 34–33 win over the Baltimore Colts on December 7, 1980.

Muñoz scored the first of his four career touchdowns when he gathered in a 1-yard pass from Boomer Esiason during a 20–17 overtime victory over the Browns on December 2, 1984.

Muñoz’s tremendous blocking up front helped the Bengals amass 555 yards of total offense during a 45–27 win over the Houston Oilers on December 1, 1985, with 231 of those yards coming on the ground and the other 324 through the air.

Although the Bengals lost to the Oilers, 32–28, on November 9, 1986, Muñoz scored his second career touchdown on a 5-yard pass from Boomer Esiason.

In addition to helping the Bengals amass 621 yards of total offense during a 52–21 bludgeoning of the Jets in the 1986 regular-season finale, Muñoz lit the scoreboard again when he gathered in a 2-yard TD pass from Esiason.

Muñoz combined with Esiason one last time during a 31–29 loss to the Oilers on November 1, 1987, with the quarterback hitting his left tackle with a 3-yard touchdown pass.

Muñoz acquitted himself extremely well against Bruce Smith in the 1988 AFC Championship Game, holding the Hall of Fame defensive end to no sacks during a 21–10 Bengals win.

Notable Achievements


	Scored four touchdowns.

	Missed just one non-strike game from 1980 to 1990, starting 164 of 165 contests.

	Ranks among Bengals career leaders with 13 seasons played (tied for 6th) and 185 games played (7th).

	Four-time division champion (1981, 1982, 1988, and 1990).

	Two-time AFC champion (1981 and 1988).

	Member of 1980 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	1991 NFL Walter Payton Man of the Year.

	Seven-time NFL Offensive Lineman of the Year (1981, 1982, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, and 1990).

	11-time Pro Bowl selection (1981, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, and 1991).

	Nine-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1981, 1982, 1983, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, and 1990).

	Two-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1984 and 1991).

	10-time First-Team All-AFC selection (1981, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, and 1990).

	Pro Football Reference All-1980s First Team.

	NFL 1980s All-Decade First Team.

	Named to Bengals 40th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2007.

	Named to Bengals 50th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2017.

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

	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	Number 17 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	Number 12 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Inducted into Bengals Ring of Honor in 2021.

	Inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1998.















2

Ken Anderson


In expressing his admiration for Ken Anderson, longtime Bengals owner Mike Brown said of the quarterback who led his team to three division titles and its first AFC championship, “He was the heart and soul of our team. Without question, he was the most important player the Bengals ever had.”

The first NFL quarterback to successfully run what later became known as the “West Coast Offense,” Anderson spent his entire 16-year career in Cincinnati, making the Bengals viable contenders in the AFC Central Division much of that time. The franchise’s all-time leader in passing yards, Anderson, who also ranks second in team annals in pass completions and touchdown passes, threw for more than 3,000 yards and 20 touchdowns twice each, en route to earning four Pro Bowl selections, two All-Pro nominations, and one league MVP trophy. One of the most accurate passers of his time, Anderson led the NFL in passing yards twice, pass-completion percentage three times, and passer rating on four separate occasions, with his superior passing skills and outstanding leadership ability landing him a spot on the Bengals 50th Anniversary All-Time Team and a place in the Bengals Ring of Honor.

Born in the tiny town of Batavia, Illinois, on February 15, 1949, Kenneth Allan Anderson grew up close friends with future NBA Hall of Famer Dan Issel, with whom he later co-owned a 782-acre farm in Kentucky. The son of a high school janitor whose job gave him access to the school’s athletic equipment, Anderson competed in several sports during his formative years, before focusing primarily on football after he entered Batavia High School.

Although Anderson performed well on the gridiron at Batavia High, he failed to receive any scholarship offers, forcing him to enroll at Augustana College, a private Lutheran school in Rock Island, Illinois. A four-year starter at quarterback for the Vikings, Anderson garnered numerous individual accolades while competing at the NCAA Division III level, earning honorable mention All-America and First-Team All-Lutheran College honors his sophomore year, gaining College Conference of Illinois and Wisconsin (CCIW) All-Conference recognition three straight times, and being named MVP of the CCIW as a senior in 1970.

[image: ]
Ken Anderson passed for more yards than any other quarterback in franchise history.
Impressed with Anderson’s outstanding play at the collegiate level, the Bengals selected him in the third round of the 1971 NFL Draft, with the 67th overall pick. Arriving in Cincinnati prior to the start of training camp after fulfilling his commitment to the National Guard, Anderson spent most of his rookie year backing up Virgil Carter, starting just four games for a Bengals team that finished the regular season 4–10. Replacing Carter behind center the following year, Anderson posted modest numbers, concluding the campaign with just 1,918 yards passing and seven TD passes. Nevertheless, Anderson helped the Bengals improve their record to 8–6, before leading them to a 10–4 mark and the division title in 1973 by ranking among the league leaders with 2,428 passing yards and 18 touchdown passes. Although the Bengals failed to capture the division title in either of the next two seasons, they advanced to the playoffs once, with Anderson establishing himself as one of the league’s top signal-callers by posting the following numbers:



	
YEAR
	
PASS YDS
	
TD PASSES
	
INTS
	
COMP. %
	
QBR*


	
1974
	
2,667
	
18
	
10
	
64.9
	
95.7


	
1975
	
3,169
	
21
	
11
	
60.5
	
93.9



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

In addition to leading the NFL in passing yards and quarterback rating both years, Anderson placed at, or near, the top of the league rankings in TD passes and pass-completion percentage both seasons, earning in the process one Pro Bowl selection and two All-AFC nominations. More important, the Bengals concluded the second of those campaigns with a record of 11–3 that earned them a trip to the playoffs as a wild card. However, they subsequently suffered a heartbreaking 31–28 defeat at the hands of the Oakland Raiders in the divisional round of the postseason tournament.

Developing into an elite quarterback with the help of then–Bengals offensive coordinator Bill Walsh, the 6’2”, 212-pound Anderson did an expert job of running arguably the league’s most intricate offense, with longtime Bengals center Bob Johnson saying, “Walsh’s offense was very complex. Kenny was very smart, and he ran that offense to perfection.”

An extremely wise decision-maker who rarely threw to the wrong receiver and moved well in the pocket, Anderson received words of praise from Steelers Hall of Fame linebacker Jack Lambert, who said, “He never throws into a crowd. If a receiver is well-covered, he always goes elsewhere. Not sometimes, but always. Now, that makes things tough.”

Particularly effective at delivering the ball accurately to his receivers, the strong-armed Anderson earned high grades for his proficiency in that area from former Bengals offensive lineman Dave Lapham, who stated, “Precision passing. I mean, the most accurate I’ve ever seen. He could put it in the tightest spots. Beautiful mechanics. Just extremely intelligent. Attention to detail, an accounting-type personality, a computer-like mind.”

Bengals tight end Bob Trumpy expressed similar sentiments when he said of his former teammate, “He was insanely accurate. . . . He had that math mind . . . the way you gotta’ think to get things done.”

Trumpy also spoke of Anderson’s humility and unpretentious nature, saying, “He said nothing to anybody. All quarterbacks have an extra gene when it comes to ego. Anderson did not have that ego. He did not have that ‘I’m the best, I’m here.’ He was amazing. . . . Anderson wanted to be one of the guys his entire career. We used to call him ‘Freddie Franchise.’ He was it. We were gonna’ ride him straight to the Super Bowl, and he never disappointed us as a player. We didn’t measure up to him. . . . He was never loud in the huddle. He was never critical of anybody. He just did his job, and he expected you to do yours.”

Former Bengals fullback Pete Johnson added, “Kenny didn’t care about being famous. He was a football player.”

Although the Bengals failed to return to the playoffs in 1976, Anderson helped lead them to a regular-season record of 10–4 by throwing for 2,367 yards and finishing third in the league with 19 touchdown passes, earning in the process his second consecutive Pro Bowl nomination. But, with the Bengals offensive line failing to protect him sufficiently, Anderson did not perform nearly as well from 1977 to 1980, throwing more TD passes than interceptions and posting a QBR above 70.0 just once each.

Aided by an influx of new talent in 1981, Anderson returned to top form, earning Pro Bowl, First-Team All-Pro, NFL MVP, and NFL Comeback Player of the Year honors by posting a league-best 98.4 quarterback rating and ranking among the leaders with 3,754 passing yards, 29 touchdown passes, and a 62.6 pass-completion percentage, with his exceptional play leading the Bengals to a regular-season record of 12–4, their third division title, and their first AFC championship. Continuing to perform well in the postseason, Anderson led the Bengals to victories over Buffalo (28–21) and San Diego (27–7) in the AFC playoffs, before completing 25-of-34 pass attempts for 300 yards and two touchdowns during a heartbreaking 26–21 loss to San Francisco in Super Bowl XVI.


Anderson followed that up by passing for 2,495 yards and leading the league with a quarterback rating of 95.3 and a pass-completion percentage of 70.6 during the strike-shortened 1982 campaign, earning in the process the last of his four Pro Bowl nominations. But after posting solid numbers again in 1983, Anderson began to experience a decline in productivity, forcing him to relinquish his starting job to Boomer Esiason early in 1985. After spending one more season in Cincinnati assuming a backup role, Anderson announced his retirement following the conclusion of the 1986 campaign having amassed career totals of 32,838 passing yards, 197 touchdown passes, 160 interceptions, 2,220 rushing yards, and 20 rushing touchdowns, completed 59.3 percent of his passes, and compiled a quarterback rating of 81.9. At the time of his retirement, Anderson, who posted an overall record of 91–81 as a starter, ranked seventh all-time in passing yards and held NFL records for consecutive pass completions (20), completion percentage for a single game (20-of-22, 90.9 percent, vs. Pittsburgh in 1974), and completion percentage for a season (70.6 percent in 1982).

[image: ]
Anderson’s superb play in 1981 gained him recognition as the NFL’s Most Valuable Player.
Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com

Following his playing days, Anderson spent six seasons doing color commentary on Bengals radio broadcasts, before serving as a member of the team’s coaching staff for the next 11 years—six as quarterbacks coach and five as offensive coordinator. Anderson later served as an assistant on the coaching staffs of the Jacksonville Jaguars and Pittsburgh Steelers, before retiring from football in 2010.

Ranked by the NFL Network in 2008 as the 10th best player yet to gain induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, Anderson continues to remain on the outside looking in, an omission that rankles many of his former teammates.

In addressing Anderson’s exclusion, Bob Trumpy said, “I don’t know what Hall of Fame balloters believe that Anderson is missing, but we couldn’t beat Pittsburgh. Neither could anybody else. I don’t know that you can hold that against Ken Anderson. We just didn’t measure up to his performance. He never failed us. . . . Long ago, he should have been in the Hall of Fame.”

Isaac Curtis said of his longtime teammate, “I think one of the all-time great quarterbacks. I mean, he’s as intelligent a quarterback that there is at playing back then, and even today. I think his knowledge of the game, his passing, his timing—I don’t even know why Kenny’s not in the Hall of Fame. . . . I think his numbers are there when you look at his peers, and I think if we had won that Super Bowl, there wouldn’t be any doubt that he would be in there. In my personal opinion, Kenny is certainly one of the top quarterbacks and top passers that’s ever been in this league—and I’ve watched a lot of quarterbacks.”

And former Bengals quarterback Greg Cook, whose once-promising career ended prematurely due to injury, commented, “Kenny proved that, when he had the talent around him, he wasn’t just the best quarterback in the NFL. He was the best player in the NFL.”

Career Highlights

Best Season

Although Anderson also performed exceptionally well in 1975 and 1982, he played his best ball for the Bengals during the AFC championship campaign of 1981 when, en route to earning NFL MVP, NFL Player of the Year, and NFL Offensive Player of the Year honors, he established career-high marks with 3,754 passing yards, 29 touchdown passes, 320 yards gained on the ground, and a QBR of 98.4.

Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Anderson led the Bengals to a 27–24 win over the Houston Oilers in the final game of the








Notable Achievements


	Passed for more than 3,000 yards twice, topping 3,500 yards once.

	Threw more than 20 touchdown passes twice, surpassing 25 TD passes once.

	Completed more than 60 percent of passes seven times, topping 70 percent once.

	Posted touchdown-to-interception ratio of better than 2–1 once.

	Posted passer rating above 90.0 four times.

	Led NFL in pass completions twice, passing yards twice, pass-completion percentage three times, and passer rating four times.

	Holds Bengals career records for most pass attempts (4,475), passing yards (32,838), and seasons played (16).

	Ranks among Bengals career leaders with 2,654 pass completions (2nd), 197 touchdown passes (2nd), and 192 games played (5th).

	Three-time division champion (1973, 1981, and 1982).

	1981 AFC champion.

	Two-time NFL Offensive Player of the Week.

	Three-time Bengals team MVP (1974, 1975, and 1981).

	1975 NFL Walter Payton Man of the Year.

	1981 NFL MVP.

	1981 NFL Player of the Year.

	1981 NFL Offensive Player of the Year.

	1981 NFL Comeback Player of the Year.

	Four-time Pro Bowl selection (1975, 1976, 1981, and 1982).

	1981 First-Team All-Pro selection.

	1975 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	Two-time First-Team All-AFC selection (1975 and 1981).

	Two-time Second-Team All-AFC selection (1974 and 1982).

	Named to Bengals 50th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2017.

	Inducted into Bengals Ring of Honor in 2021.
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