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— INTRODUCTION —


THE LION LEGACY

The history of the Detroit Lions can be traced back to the Portsmouth Spartans, a team comprised primarily of players imported from defunct independent professional and semiprofessional teams that first formed in 1929. Absorbed by the fledgling National Football League in 1930, the Spartans spent the next four years compiling an overall record of 28–16–7, before relocating from Portsmouth, Ohio, to Detroit, Michigan, and being renamed the Lions (as a tie-in to baseball’s Detroit Tigers) after a group headed by George A. Richards, the owner of Detroit radio station WJR, purchased them following the conclusion of the 1933 campaign.

Competing in the NFL West, which they spent the next few seasons sharing with the Green Bay Packers, Chicago Bears, and Chicago Cardinals before being joined by the Cleveland Rams as well in 1937, the Lions finished second in the division with a record of 10–3 in 1934 while being coached by George “Potsy” Clark and playing their home games at the University of Detroit Stadium. Moving into Tiger Stadium the following year, the Lions made their first season in their new home a memorable one, posting a regular-season mark of 7–3–2 that earned them their first division title, before recording a 26–7 victory over the New York Giants in the NFL Championship Game.

Clark remained head coach of the Lions for one more season, guiding them to an 8–4 record and a third-place finish in 1936, before being replaced at the helm the following year by Dutch Clark (no relation), the league’s finest all-around player, who, after starring on both sides of the ball for the 1935 championship ball club, assumed the role of player-coach in 1937. With Clark choosing to relinquish his post after directing the Lions to consecutive 7–4 records his two years in charge, four different men took turns coaching the team to subpar finishes from 1939 to 1942, with the 1942 squad compiling an embarrassing mark of 0–11.

Meanwhile, away from the playing field, poor health prompted George A. Richards to sell the team prior to the start of the 1940 season to 31-year-old Fred L. Mandel Jr., a member of the family that owned the Mandel Brothers Department Store of Chicago. Mandel retained ownership of the Lions until January 15, 1948, when he sold them to the Detroit Football Company, a seven-person syndicate headed by Edwin J. Anderson, who assumed the position of team president.

The Lions continued to struggle under head coaches Gus Dorais and Bo McMillin from 1943 to 1950, going a combined 32–55–2, although quarterback Frank Sinkwich gained recognition as NFL Player of the Year in 1944 by leading the team to a record of 6–3–1.

With the rival All-America Football Conference (AAFC) folding prior to the start of the 1950 season, the NFL absorbed three teams from the defunct league, prompting it to rename and realign its two divisions. While the New York Giants, Cleveland Browns, Philadelphia Eagles, Pittsburgh Steelers, Chicago Cardinals, and Washington Redskins made up the American Division, the Lions found themselves sharing the National Division with the Chicago Bears, Green Bay Packers, New York Yanks, Baltimore Colts, Los Angeles Rams, and San Francisco 49ers.

After failing to post a winning record in any of the previous five seasons, the Lions showed marked improvement under new head coach and former NFL player Buddy Parker in 1951, finishing second in their division with a mark of 7–4–1. Establishing themselves as the league’s foremost team the following year, the Lions outscored their opponents by a combined margin of 344–192, posting in the process a regular-season record of 9–3 that tied them with the Rams for first place in the National Division. The Lions subsequently defeated the Rams, 31–21, in a one-game playoff to determine the division champion, before laying claim to their second league title with a 17–7 win over the Cleveland Browns in the NFL Championship Game. Equally dominant in 1953, the Lions finished first in the renamed Western Conference with a record of 10–2, before defeating Cleveland again in the NFL title game, this time by a score of 17–16. The Lions captured their third straight division title in 1954 by compiling a record of 9–2–1 during the regular season. But they subsequently suffered a humiliating 56–10 defeat at the hands of the Browns in the NFL Championship Game.

Injuries and a sense of complacency caused the Lions to suffer through a dismal 1955 campaign in which they won just three games. But they rebounded the following year to post nine victories, although they still finished one-half game behind the first-place Bears in the NFL West. Buddy Parker subsequently surprised everyone at the end of the year by leaving Detroit to coach the Pittsburgh Steelers. Nevertheless, the Lions performed well under former assistant George Wilson in 1957, finishing the regular season with a record of 8–4 that tied them with the 49ers for the best mark in the Western Conference. The Lions then defeated San Francisco, 31–27, in a one-game playoff to determine the conference champion, before winning their third league championship in six years by routing the Browns, 59–14, in the NFL title game.

The NFL’s strongest team for much of the 1950s, the Lions possessed outstanding talent on both sides of the ball. While flamboyant quarterback Bobby Layne proved to be the team’s most recognizable figure, he received a considerable amount of help on offense from the versatile Doak Walker, who excelled as both a runner and a pass receiver, and an exceptional line that included standout guard Harley Sewell and Hall of Fame tackle Lou Creekmur. Meanwhile, the Lions boasted one of the league’s top-ranked defenses throughout the decade—one that featured Hall of Fame middle linebacker Joe Schmidt, hard-hitting cornerback Jim David, and perennial All-Pro safeties Jack Christiansen and Yale Lary.

With the Lions having won the 1957 NFL Championship Game with backup quarterback Tobin Rote starting for them behind center as an injured Bobby Layne watched from the sidelines, they decided to part ways with the latter during the early stages of the ensuing campaign, trading him to the Pittsburgh Steelers for fellow quarterback Earl Morrall and two future draft picks. Before leaving for Pittsburgh, though, legend has it that Layne said that the Lions would not win another championship for 50 years. Unfortunately, Layne’s prediction, which subsequently became known as the “Curse of Bobby Layne,” ultimately came to fruition, with the organization failing to come close to capturing another NFL title for the next half century.

After posting losing records in 1958 and 1959, the Lions experienced a moderate amount of success under head coach George Wilson the next three seasons, earning three consecutive second-place finishes in the NFL West, with their mark of 11–3 in 1962 placing them two games behind the eventual NFL champion Green Bay Packers in the final standings. However, following a pair of mediocre finishes, new Lions owner William Clay Ford Sr., who purchased a controlling interest in the team for $6 million on November 22, 1963, replaced Wilson at the helm with former Lions quarterback and Minnesota Vikings assistant coach Harry Gilmer. Gilmer ended up lasting just two seasons, guiding the Lions to an overall record of 10–16–2, before being handed his walking papers following the conclusion of the 1966 campaign.

Although mediocre play from their quarterbacks throughout the period prevented the Lions from seriously contending for the NFL title, their exceptional defense allowed them to remain competitive much of the time. Consistently ranking among the league’s top teams in fewest points allowed, the Lions featured an imposing defense that included original “Fearsome Foursome” members Alex Karras, Roger Brown, Darris McCord, and Sam Williams along with the incomparable Joe Schmidt at middle linebacker and Hall of Fame cornerbacks Dick LeBeau and Dick “Night Train” Lane. In fact, the Lions’ defense proved to be so dominant in 1962 that, in addition to recording an NFL-high 45 sacks, it surrendered the fewest yards and the second-fewest points of any unit in the league.

With the recently retired Joe Schmidt assuming head coaching duties prior to the start of the 1967 season, the Lions moved into the Central Division in the NFL’s new four-division setup that grouped them with the Packers, Bears, and Vikings. And following the AFL–NFL merger three years later, the Lions found themselves sharing the NFC Central with the same three teams when the league adopted a two-conference format that featured three divisions in each conference.

Amid all those changes, the Lions struggled their first two seasons under Schmidt, before experiencing something of a resurgence in 1969, when they finished second in their division with a record of 9–4–1. Even better in 1970, the Lions compiled a record of 10–4 that enabled them to advance to the postseason as the NFC’s first wild card playoff team. However, they lost to the Dallas Cowboys, 5–0, in the opening round, before beginning an extended period of mediocrity that lasted two decades.

Winning more games than they lost just four times from 1971 to 1990, the Lions posted as many as nine victories only twice, as Joe Schmidt (1971–1972), Don McCafferty (1973), Rick Forzano (1974–1976), Tommy Hudspeth (1976–1977), Monte Clark (1978–1984), Darryl Rogers (1985–1988), and Wayne Fontes (1988–1990) all took turns coaching the team. Experiencing a considerable amount of heartbreak as well, the Lions lost wide receiver Chuck Hughes on October 24, 1971, when he collapsed on the field and died of a massive heart attack during a home game against the Chicago Bears. And less than three years later, head coach Don McCafferty died from heart disease just before the start of 1974 training camp.

On a happier note, the Lions finished first in the NFC Central Division with a record of 9–7 in 1983. However, they lost to the San Francisco 49ers, 24–23, in the opening round of the postseason tournament when the usually reliable Eddie Murray missed a 43-yard field goal in the closing seconds.

After spending the previous 40 years playing their home games at Tiger Stadium, the Lions moved into the newly constructed Pontiac Silverdome in 1975. An 82,600-seat stadium located in the Detroit suburb of Pontiac, Michigan, the Silverdome remained home to the Lions until 2002, when they christened Ford Field in downtown Detroit.

Meanwhile, despite the Lions’ struggles as a team, several outstanding players graced their roster at different times, with running back Billy Sims and tight end Charlie Sanders starring on offense and linemen Larry Hand, Doug English, and Al “Bubba” Baker; linebackers Wayne Walker, Mike Lucci, and Paul Naumoff; and Hall of Fame cornerback Lem Barney all excelling on the defensive side of the ball.

However, it took the greatest player in franchise history to finally end the lengthy malaise in which the Lions found themselves immersed. After spending his first two seasons in Detroit playing for losing teams, Barry Sanders led the Lions to five playoff appearances and two division titles from 1991 to 1997, before shocking the football world by announcing his retirement at only 31 years of age following the conclusion of the 1998 campaign. Prior to leaving the game, though, Sanders gained more than 1,000 yards on the ground 10 straight times, winning in the process four rushing titles.

Unfortunately, the Lions advanced beyond the opening round of the postseason tournament just once with Sanders, doing so in 1991, when, after laying claim to the division title by compiling a record of 12–4 under head coach Wayne Fontes during the regular season, they defeated the Dallas Cowboys, 38–6, in their first-round matchup. However, the Lions subsequently suffered a humiliating 41–10 defeat at the hands of the eventual Super Bowl champion Washington Redskins in the NFC Championship Game.

Division champions again in 1993 after going 10–6 during the regular season, the Lions lost to the Packers in the wild card round of the playoffs, dropping a 28–24 decision to their division rivals. Advancing to the playoffs as a wild card in each of the next two seasons, the Lions lost to the Packers in the opening round again in 1994, this time by a score of 16–12, before losing to the Philadelphia Eagles, 58–37, the following year.

With the Lions finishing a disappointing 5–11 in 1996, ownership replaced Wayne Fontes with former San Diego Chargers head coach Bobby Ross at the end of the year. Ross subsequently led the Lions into the playoffs as a wild card in two of the next three seasons, although they exited the postseason tournament quickly both times, losing to the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, 20–10, in the opening round in 1997, before falling to the Redskins, 27–13, in the wild card round two years later.

Although Barry Sanders remained the face of the franchise his entire time in Detroit, several other outstanding players donned the blue and silver during his period of dominance. Offensive linemen Lomas Brown and Kevin Glover did an exceptional job of blocking up front for Sanders, while Herman Moore and Johnnie Morton formed one of the league’s better pass-receiving tandems. Meanwhile, linemen Jerry Ball and Robert Porcher, linebacker Chris Spielman, and safety Bennie Blades all starred on the defensive side of the ball.

Following the retirement of Sanders at the end of 1998 and the resignation of Ross midway through the 2000 campaign, the Lions entered the darkest period in franchise history under Matt Millen, who assumed the dual role of team president and CEO in 2001. A former standout linebacker for the Raiders who later spent several years doing color commentary on television for NFL games, Millen nevertheless displayed an inability to properly judge talent, making numerous poor selections in the annual NFL Draft that ended up setting the franchise back for years. Faring no better with his choice of head coaches, Millen went through Marty Mornhinweg (2001–2002), Steve Mariucci (2003–2005), Dick Jauron (2005), and Rod Marinelli (2006–2008), before finally being relieved of his duties after the Lions compiled an overall record of just 31-97 during his eight years in charge, with their mark of 0–16 in the last of those campaigns making them the first team in NFL history to go winless in a 16-game season.

After the firing of Millen, new team president Tom Lewand and GM Martin Mayhew appointed former Tennessee Titans defensive coordinator Jim Schwartz head coach. But even though the Lions, who began playing their home games at Ford Field and competing in the four-team NFC North in the league’s new eight-division alignment in 2002, advanced to the playoffs once in their five seasons under Schwartz, they showed little overall improvement, posting a losing record the other four years, with only quarterback Matthew Stafford and star wide receiver Calvin Johnson bringing a measure of excitement to the Motor City.

With the Lions concluding the 2013 campaign with a record of 7–9, management replaced Schwartz with Jim Caldwell, who had previously served as an assistant on the coaching staff of the Baltimore Ravens as well as head coach in both Tampa Bay and Indianapolis. Meanwhile, control of the team passed from William Clay Ford Sr. to his widow, Martha, after the longtime owner died at the age of 88 on March 9, 2014.

Performing extremely well their first year under Caldwell, the Lions advanced to the playoffs as a wild card after posting a record of 11–5 during the regular season, although they ended up losing to the Dallas Cowboys in the opening round of the postseason tournament by a score of 24–20. But after the Lions got off to a 1–7 start in 2015, they fired Tom Lewand and Martin Mayhew and replaced them with close family friend Rod Wood, who previously worked as the president and CEO of the Ford Estates, and former New England Patriots executive Bob Quinn.

Although the Lions rebounded somewhat the next two seasons, making the playoffs again as a wild card in 2016, they finished just 9–7 both years, leading to the firing of Caldwell following the conclusion of the 2017 campaign. The Lions subsequently took a step backward under Matt Patricia, compiling an overall record of just 14–33–1 from 2018 to 2020, before finally beginning their return to prominence shortly after new majority owner and chairperson Sheila Ford Hamp, who assumed control of the team when her mother, Martha, stepped down on June 23, 2020, hired former Rams executive Brad Holmes as executive vice president and general manager. Making his first major move a brilliant one, Holmes replaced Patricia with former New Orleans assistant head coach Dan Campbell, who has since instituted a winning culture in Detroit.

After going just 3–13–1 their first year under Campbell, the Lions posted a mark of 9–8 in 2022 by winning eight of their final 10 contests, nearly earning a trip to the playoffs in the process. Picking up right where they left off the following year, the Lions laid claim to their first division title in three decades by finishing the regular season with a record of 12–5. They subsequently defeated the Rams, 24–23, and the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, 31–23, in the playoffs, before suffering a heartbreaking 34–31 loss to the San Francisco 49ers in the NFC Championship Game after holding a 24–7 lead at halftime.

Despite being plagued by a plethora of injuries in 2024, the Lions captured their second straight division title by compiling a franchise-best regular-season record of 15–2, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 564–342 in the process. But with the Lions entering the postseason tournament with a depleted defense, they suffered a 45–31 loss to Washington in the divisional round.

Nevertheless, with a solid defense anchored by pass-rusher extraordinaire Aidan Hutchinson and a potent offense led by quarterback Jared Goff, running back Jahmyr Gibbs, wide receiver Amon-Ra St. Brown, tight end Sam LaPorta, and arguably the league’s best line, the Lions figure to be perennial contenders in the NFC North in the years ahead. Their next division title will be their 11th. They have also won four NFL championships. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the Lions have inducted 21 players into their Ring of Honor (also known as the Pride of the Lions), seven of whom have had their numbers retired by the team. Meanwhile, 22 members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season in Detroit, 16 of whom wore a Lions uniform during many of their peak seasons.




FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Detroit Lions 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 who remained. Certainly, the names of Barry Sanders, Joe Schmidt, Alex Karras, Lem Barney, and Calvin Johnson would appear at or near the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to don the team’s colors, with Bobby Layne, Jack Christiansen, Yale Lary, Dick Le-Beau, and Matthew Stafford heading the list of other Lions 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 Alex Karras and Robert Porcher and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs Lem Barney and Dick LeBeau? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout lineman Lou Creekmur and skill position players such as Billy Sims and Herman Moore? 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 Lions. 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 Lions 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 Lions 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 since the turn of the century. 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 that star signal-caller Matthew Stafford compiled during his time in Detroit in their proper context when comparing him to Bobby Layne. Similarly, the statistics posted by Calvin Johnson and Amon-Ra St. Brown must be viewed in moderation when comparing them to previous Lions wideouts Gail Cogdill and Terry Barr.

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 Detroit, and the manner in which he impacted the team both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the Lions 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 Motor City happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Paul Naumoff and Larry Hand will appear in these rankings.

One other thing I should mention is that I considered only a player’s time in Detroit when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of standout performers such as Dick “Night Train” Lane and Al “Bubba” Baker, both of whom had many of their finest seasons in other cities, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of Hall of Famers John Henry Johnson and Dick Stanfel 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 Lions history, starting with No. 1 and working our way down to No. 50.






1 — BARRY SANDERS —

Although Barry Sanders received stiff competition from Joe Schmidt and Calvin Johnson for the top spot on this list, the enormous impact he made during his 10 seasons in Detroit made him the only possible choice for first place in these rankings. Among the handful of greatest running backs ever to play the game, Sanders gained more than 1,500 yards on the ground five times and amassed more than 2,000 yards from scrimmage twice, en route to winning four NFL rushing titles. One of only nine players in league history to rush for more than 2,000 yards in a season, Sanders accomplished the feat in 1997, when he won the Bert Bell Award as NFL Player of the Year for the second time. The central figure on Lions teams that won two division titles and made five playoff appearances, Sanders gained Pro Bowl and All-Pro recognition in each of his 10 seasons in the Motor City, before receiving the additional honors of being named to both the Sporting News’ 1999 list and the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players, being awarded a berth on the NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019, having his No. 20 retired by the Lions, and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his very first year of eligibility. Yet, nearly three decades after Sanders unexpectedly announced his retirement, fans of the game continue to feel cheated that they did not get to see more of him.

Born in Wichita, Kansas, on July 16, 1968, Barry Sanders grew up in a loving but strict home, where he and his 10 siblings acquired a strong sense of responsibility at an early age. The son of a roofer and carpenter, Sanders and his older brothers often assisted their father with his work, with Mitch Albom writing in the Detroit Free Press, “All day they would labor, with the hammers, with the tar, sweating in the hot summer sun. You did not complain in the Sanders family. Not unless you wanted a good whupping.”

Finding time for sports as well, Sanders played youth football and basketball, before eventually establishing himself as a star on the gridiron at Wichita North High School, where he rushed for 1,417 yards and 17 touchdowns his senior year, earning in the process All-State and Honorable Mention All-America honors. Subsequently offered only a handful of scholarships due to his short stature, the 5'8" Sanders ultimately chose Oklahoma State University over Wichita State, Iowa State, and the University of Tulsa.
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En route to winning four NFL rushing titles, Barry Sanders gained more than 1,000 yards on the ground in each of his 10 seasons with the Lions.

Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos



Playing behind future NFL Hall of Fame running back Thurman Thomas his first two seasons at OSU, Sanders saw a limited amount of action, gaining a total of just 928 yards on the ground and scoring only 16 touchdowns. But after replacing Thomas as the Cowboys’ featured back his junior year, Sanders turned in one of the greatest single-season performances in college football history, gaining unanimous All-America recognition and winning the Heisman Trophy in 1988 by leading the nation with 2,628 rushing yards, 2,734 yards from scrimmage, 3,249 all-purpose yards, and 39 touchdowns.

Originally ineligible for the 1989 NFL Draft since he had yet to complete his senior year, Sanders faced the prospect of playing for an Oklahoma State team that had been penalized heavily by the NCAA for violating recruiting rules. But with OSU having been made ineligible to appear on television or compete in any college bowl games, NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle allowed Sanders to enter the draft, where the Lions selected him with the third overall pick.

Recalling that, with Dallas expected to take quarterback Troy Aikman with the first pick and Green Bay projected to select offensive tackle Tony Mandarich with the second pick, he had already made up his mind to claim Sanders at No. 3, former Lions head coach Wayne Fontes told the Detroit News, “After I saw the film [of his 1988 season], there was no question. Barry was the guy that we wanted. I was a new head coach, all these people were writing notes—he ran this fast, and he jumped this high. I looked at my scouts and said, ‘Look, you have all these things about how high he jumps, how fast he runs the cones, but the guy can play. He’s a football player.’”

Fontes continued, “They [the GMs of other teams] kept coming up, ‘We’ll give you this, we’ll give you that. We’ll give you a draft choice. We’ll give you a player.’ I had a cigar in my jacket, which is kind of my trademark, and I pulled out the cigar and said, ‘You guys can go home, we’re taking Barry,’ and lit up my cigar…. I remember talking to Billy Sims before the draft, and he asked me, ‘How do you like the running back?’ I said, ‘Billy, he’s great. Billy, he’s going to make people forget you.’ He laughed and he said, ‘I think so.’ I told [Lions owner William Clay Ford] Mr. Ford exactly what Billy said, and I said, ‘Mr. Ford, I know you love running backs. I know you love Billy, but this guy is going to make you forget Billy Sims.’”

Proving Fontes prophetic, Sanders performed magnificently his first year in the league, earning Pro Bowl, First-Team All-Pro, and NFL Offensive Rookie of the Year honors by ranking among the circuit leaders with 1,470 yards rushing, 1,752 yards from scrimmage, 14 rushing touchdowns, and an average of 5.3 yards per carry. Continuing to perform at an elite level in subsequent seasons, Sanders posted the following numbers his next several years in the league:


	1990: 1,304* yards rushing, 36 receptions, 480 receiving yards, 1,784 yards from scrimmage, 16 touchdowns.

	1991: 1,548 yards rushing, 41 receptions, 307 receiving yards, 1,855 yards from scrimmage, 17 touchdowns.

	1992: 1,352 yards rushing, 29 receptions, 225 receiving yards, 1,577 yards from scrimmage, 10 touchdowns.

	1993: 1,115 yards rushing, 36 receptions, 205 receiving yards, 1,320 yards from scrimmage, 3 touchdowns.

	1994: 1,883 yards rushing, 44 receptions, 283 receiving yards, 2,166 yards from scrimmage, 8 touchdowns.

	1995: 1,500 yards rushing, 48 receptions, 398 receiving yards, 1,898 yards from scrimmage, 12 touchdowns.

	1996: 1,553 yards rushing, 24 receptions, 147 receiving yards, 1,700 yards from scrimmage, 11 touchdowns.

	1997: 2,053 yards rushing, 33 receptions, 305 receiving yards, 2,358 yards from scrimmage, 14 touchdowns.

	1998: 1,491 yards rushing, 37 receptions, 289 receiving yards, 1,780 yards from scrimmage, 4 touchdowns.

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



Consistently ranking among the NFL leaders in yards rushing, yards from scrimmage, and touchdowns, Sanders led the league in each of those categories on multiple occasions, earning in the process Pro Bowl and All-Pro honors each year, two NFL Offensive Player of the Year nominations, and league MVP honors in 1997, when his 2,358 yards from scrimmage set a new single-season NFL record (since broken). Sanders also finished second in the league MVP voting to 49ers quarterback Steve Young in 1994. More important, Sanders led the Lions to five playoff appearances and two division titles, with Detroit finishing first in the NFC Central Division in both 1991 and 1993.

Taking advantage of his relatively short stature, the 5'8", 203-pound Sanders ran low to the ground, making him less of a target for would-be tacklers. In discussing his running style, Sanders said, “To me, it was the only way I’d ever run. I was always the smallest guy, or the near-smallest guy out there. I was never gonna be a guy running over everyone. Dipping my shoulder was always a designed play. Just being able to run that way, run, you know, follow what you see, and follow your eyes.”

Blessed with outstanding speed and tremendous elusiveness, Sanders possessed the rare ability to stop on a dime and change directions, seemingly at will, making him that much more difficult for opposing defenders to bring down in the open field, with Atlanta Falcons cornerback D. J. Johnson saying, “He makes you miss so bad, you kind of look up in the stands and wonder if anybody’s looking at you. You’ve got 60,000 people in there, and you wonder if anyone saw you miss that tackle.”

Tampa Bay Buccaneers defensive lineman Santana Dotson commented, “Barry is a phenomenal running back. He’s got an engine that doesn’t quit…. To stop him, you need all eleven defensive players… and then you hope that a referee gets in his way.”

Capable of turning apparent losses into huge gains, Sanders drew praise for his proficiency in that area from Paul Zimmerman of Sports Illustrated, who wrote, “It doesn’t matter where the play is blocked; he’ll find his own soft spot…. While other people are stuck with joints, he seems to have ball bearings in his legs that give him a mechanical advantage…. Sanders’ finest runs often occur when he takes the handoff and, with a couple of moves, turns the line of scrimmage into a broken field…. Nobody has ever created such turmoil at the point of attack as Sanders has.”

Extremely durable, Sanders missed a total of just seven games over the course of his career, with a torn medial collateral ligament and torn posterior cruciate ligament he sustained during a 10–6 loss to the Chicago Bears on November 25, 1993, forcing him to sit out the final five contests of the regular season.

In addition to his many other outstanding qualities, Sanders became known for his humility and strong sense of propriety, which prevented him from ever engaging in any sort of self-promotion. Never one to take part in any elaborate post-touchdown celebrations, Sanders merely handed the football to the official after he crossed the opponent’s goal line, put his head down, and accepted the congratulations of his teammates. Also famous for putting his team before himself, Sanders rarely spoke publicly about his individual accomplishments, once even denying a request from head coach Wayne Fontes to return to play in a game so that he could gain enough yardage on the ground to win the rushing title.

Totally unaffected by the success he experienced on the football field, Sanders once said, “Happiness does not come from football awards. It’s terrible to correlate happiness with football. Happiness comes from a good job, being able to feed your wife and kids. I don’t dream of football. I dream the American dream—two cars in a garage, be a happy father.”

Yet, even though Sanders always kept football in its proper perspective, he possessed a fierce competitive spirit and a burning desire to win, both of which contributed to his decision to leave the game at only 31 years of age. Making his decision known to the public in a letter he faxed to the Wichita Eagle, his hometown newspaper, on July 27, 1999, Sanders wrote,


Shortly after the end of last season, I felt that I probably would not return for the 1999–2000 season. I also felt that I should take as much time as possible to sort through my feelings and make sure that my feelings were backed with conviction. Today, I officially declare my departure from the NFL.

It was a wonderful experience to play in the NFL, and I have no regrets. I truly will miss playing for the Lions. I consider the Lions’ players, coaches, staff, management, and fans my family. I leave on good terms with everyone in the organization. I have enjoyed playing for two great head coaches, Wayne Fontes and Bobby Ross, who are good coaches and leaders. I am not involved in a salary dispute of any kind. If I had played this season, I would have earned a more than satisfactory salary.

The reason I am retiring is simple: My desire to exit the game is greater than my desire to remain in it. I have searched my heart through and through and feel comfortable with this decision.

I want to thank all of the fans and media who made playing in the NFL such a wonderful experience. I have had the pleasure of meeting many of them. Although I was not able to honor many of your requests for autographs and interviews, it was not because I overlooked the importance of those who asked.

Finally, I want to thank my family and friends for their support and guidance. I wish my teammates, coaches, and the entire Lions organization all the best.



While Sanders took the high road and chose not to assign blame to anyone when he made his announcement, he later revealed his true feelings when he wrote in his autobiography Barry Sanders: Now You See Him: His Story in His Own Words, “My retirement letter didn’t even hint at my frustration, because I didn’t want to take shots at people as I left…. Management had let quality players slip away. We’d been losing for years. Now we were right back where we were when I arrived. A goal that I still hadn’t realized was playing in the Super Bowl, and all of the statistical achievements didn’t put the team any closer to playing in the big game.”

Sanders, who retired just 1,457 yards short of breaking Walter Payton’s then-all-time NFL rushing record, ended his playing career with 15,269 yards rushing, 352 receptions, 2,921 receiving yards, 18,190 yards from scrimmage, 18,308 all-purpose yards, 99 rushing touchdowns, 10 touchdown receptions, and a rushing average of 5.0 yards per carry. Currently the NFL’s fourth all-time leading rusher, Sanders also ranks among the league’s career leaders in yards from scrimmage (7th) and all-purpose yards (11th).

Unfortunately, with Sanders having signed a six-year contract extension with the Lions worth $34.56 million two years prior to announcing his retirement, controversy ensued, with the team demanding that he return $7.37 million of the $11 million signing bonus he received at the time and Sanders subsequently refusing to do so. Eventually, an arbitrator ruled that Sanders had to repay what amounted to the final four years of the bonus. However, prior to the ruling, Sanders offered to repay the entire bonus if the Lions either released him or traded him to another team.

Other than that conflict, Sanders has maintained a low profile in retirement. The father of four children, Sanders continues to live by the same principles that have always made him a man of integrity. Eventually settling his differences with the Lions as well, Sanders returned to the organization in 2017, when he accepted the position of brand ambassador. In discussing Sanders’s hiring at the time, team president Rod Wood told the Detroit News, “We’ve thankfully, the last couple years, had an unofficial relationship with him. This year, we formalized it. You described it well, it’s kind of a brand ambassador. He’ll be going on road trips, showing up for suite visits, he’ll be at the Taste of the Lions event, and just interacting with our fans on behalf of the team.”

Ranked by the NFL Network in 2007 as the most elusive runner in NFL history and as the greatest player never to play in a Super Bowl, Sanders also found himself being lauded by his former head coach Wayne Fontes, who stated, “God ain’t made a better back in this lifetime. Maybe one will come along someday. But it hasn’t happened yet.”

Meanwhile, longtime teammate Chris Spielman stated, “Obviously, everybody knows what Barry meant to, not only our team, but to the league, and what a weapon he was. He’s the GOAT—the greatest of all-time.”


CAREER HIGHLIGHTS


Best Season

There are so many great seasons from which to choose, with the 1990, 1991, 1994, 1995, and 1997 campaigns all ranking among Sanders’s finest. After winning his first rushing title, amassing a career-high 480 receiving yards, and scoring a league-leading 16 touchdowns in 1990, Sanders earned a third-place finish in the NFL MVP voting and gained recognition as the NFL Player of the Year the following season by accumulating 1,855 yards from scrimmage and topping the circuit with a career-high 17 touchdowns. Sanders also performed brilliantly in both 1994 and 1995, earning a runner-up finish in the NFL MVP balloting in the first of those campaigns by leading the league with 1,883 yards rushing, 2,166 yards from scrimmage, and a rushing average of 5.7 yards per carry, before gaining 1,500 yards on the ground, amassing 1,898 yards from scrimmage, and scoring 12 touchdowns in the second. But Sanders had his finest all-around season in 1997, when he earned league MVP and NFL Offensive Player of the Year honors by establishing career-high marks with 2,053 yards rushing, 2,358 yards from scrimmage, and a rushing average of 6.1 yards per carry while also scoring 14 touchdowns.




Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Sanders led the Lions to a 31–24 win over the Atlanta Falcons in the final game of the 1989 regular season by rushing for 158 yards and three touchdowns, the longest of which went for 25 yards.

Sanders helped lead the Lions to a 33–24 victory over the Indianapolis Colts on September 22, 1991, by carrying the ball 30 times for 179 yards and two touchdowns.

Sanders earned NFL Offensive Player of the Week honors for the first of three times by gaining 160 yards on 27 carries and scoring three touchdowns during a 31–3 win over Tampa Bay on September 29, 1991, with the longest of his TD runs covering 69 yards.

Sanders put the finishing touches on a comeback that saw the Lions overcome a 17-point fourth-quarter deficit by scoring the go-ahead touchdown on a 15-yard run late in the final period of a 24–20 win over the Vikings on October 6, 1991. He finished the game with 116 yards rushing, nine receptions for 76 yards, and one TD.

Sanders gained recognition as NFL Offensive Player of the Week for the second time by making four receptions for 31 yards and carrying the ball 23 times for 220 yards and four touchdowns during a 34–14 victory over the Vikings on November 24, 1991, scoring his TDs on runs of 17, 45, 4, and 9 yards.

Sanders earned the first of his 11 NFC Offensive Player of the Week nominations by gaining 187 yards on 29 carries during a 23–0 win over Tampa Bay on November 7, 1993.

Sanders earned that distinction again by carrying the ball 40 times for 194 yards during a 20–17 overtime win over the Cowboys on September 19, 1994.

Sanders rushed for 167 yards during a 21–16 win over the Bears on October 23, 1994, gaining 84 of those yards on one carry.

Sanders led the Lions to a 14–9 victory over Tampa Bay on November 13, 1994, by rushing for a career-high 237 yards, earning in the process NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

Sanders helped lead the Lions to a 34–31 win over the Packers on December 4, 1994, by rushing for 188 yards and one touchdown, which came on a 13-yard run.

Sanders earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors by rushing for 157 yards and three touchdowns during a 38–20 win over the Cleveland Browns on October 8, 1995, with the longest of his TD runs covering 75 yards.

Sanders earned that accolade again by gaining 215 yards on the ground and scoring three touchdowns during a 27–9 victory over Tampa Bay on October 12, 1997, with two of his TDs coming on runs of 80 and 82 yards.

Sanders led the Lions to a 32–10 win over Indianapolis on November 23, 1997, by carrying the ball 24 times for 216 yards and two touchdowns, one of which covered 80 yards.

Sanders followed that up four days later by rushing for 167 yards and three touchdowns during a 55–20 rout of the Bears on Thanksgiving Day 1997.

Sanders ended the 1997 campaign in style, becoming just the third player in NFL history to gain more than 2,000 yards on the ground in a single season by rushing for 184 yards and one touchdown during a 13–10 win over the Jets in the regular-season finale.




Notable Achievements


	Rushed for more than 1,000 yards 10 times, topping 1,500 yards five times and 2,000 yards once.

	Amassed more than 1,500 yards from scrimmage nine times, topping 2,000 yards twice.

	Scored more than 10 touchdowns seven times.

	Scored more than 100 points once (102 in 1991).

	Averaged more than five yards per carry five times.

	Led NFL in rushing yards four times, yards from scrimmage twice, all-purpose yards once, rushing touchdowns once, touchdowns twice, and rushing average once.

	Finished second in NFL in rushing yards three times, yards from scrimmage three times, all-purpose yards three times, rushing touchdowns once, and rushing average twice.

	Led Lions in rushing 10 times.

	Holds Lions single-season records for most rushing yards (2,053 in 1997), yards from scrimmage (2,358 in 1997), all-purpose yards (2,358 in 1997), and rushing touchdowns (16 in 1991 [tied with Jahmyr Gibbs]).

	Holds Lions career records for most rushing attempts (3,062), rushing yards (15,269), yards from scrimmage (18,190), all-purpose yards (18,308), rushing touchdowns (99), and touchdowns (109).

	Ranks among Lions career leaders with 352 receptions (7th) and 654 points scored (4th).

	Two-time division champion (1991 and 1993).

	11-time NFC Offensive Player of the Week.

	Three-time NFL Offensive Player of the Week.

	Six-time NFC Offensive Player of the Month.

	1989 NFL Offensive Rookie of the Year.

	1989 UPI, PFWA, and Sporting News NFL Rookie of the Year.

	Two-time Bert Bell Award winner as NFL Player of the Year (1991 and 1997).

	1997 NFL co-MVP.

	Two-time NFL Offensive Player of the Year (1994 and 1997).

	1998 PFWA NFL Offensive Player of the Year.

	10-time Pro Bowl selection (1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, and 1998).

	Six-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1989, 1990, 1991, 1994, 1995, and 1997).

	Four-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1992, 1993, 1996, and 1998).

	Eight-time First-Team All-NFC selection (1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997).

	Pro Football Hall of Fame All-1990s First Team.

	Pro Football Reference All-1990s First Team.

	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	Number 12 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	Number 17 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Number 20 retired by Lions.

	Named to Lions 75th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2008.

	Named to Lions All-Time Team in 2019.

	Inducted into Lions Ring of Honor in 2009.

	Inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2004.










2 — JOE SCHMIDT —

Recognized by many as the originator of the middle linebacker position, Joe Schmidt spent 13 seasons in Detroit serving as the centerpiece of one of the NFL’s premier defenses. The defensive leader of teams that won three division titles and two league championships, Schmidt performed equally well against the run and the pass, with his superior all-around play earning him 10 Pro Bowl selections, nine All-Pro nominations, and two top-five finishes in the NFL MVP voting. A two-time National Football League Players Association (NFLPA) NFL Defensive Player of the Year, Schmidt later received the additional honors of being included on both the Sporting News’ and the NFL Network’s respective lists of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, having his No. 56 retired by the Lions, being named to the NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019, and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on January 19, 1932, Joseph Paul Schmidt grew up in the borough of Brentwood, where his brothers forced him to adopt an aggressive attitude on the playing field at a young age, recalling years later, “I had three older brothers, and they all played football. I was the ‘baby’ of the family. They knocked me around, so I sort of grew into it. We played all kind of sports, but we grew into football.”

Experiencing tragedy early in life, Schmidt lost his father and two of his brothers by the time he turned 13, with one of his siblings dying while serving his country during World War
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CAREER HIGHLIGHTS


Best Season





Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances










Notable Achievements


	Started 84 consecutive games from 1953 to 1959.

	Scored three defensive touchdowns.

	Led NFL with eight fumble recoveries in 1955.

	Led Lions with six interceptions in 1958.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders with 17 fumble recoveries (tied for 2nd) and 24 interceptions (tied for 9th).

	Three-time division champion (1953, 1954, and 1957).

	Two-time NFL champion (1953 and 1957).

	Finished in top five of NFL MVP voting twice (1957 and 1962).

	Four-time Lions team MVP (1955, 1957, 1958, and 1961).

	1957 NFL Lineman of the Year.

	Two-time NFLPA NFL Defensive Player of the Year (1960 and 1963).

	10-time Pro Bowl selection (1954, 1955, 1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1962, and 1963).

	Eight-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1954, 1955, 1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1961, and 1962).

	1960 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	Seven-time First-Team All-Western Conference selection (1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, and 1962).

	Pro Football Hall of Fame All-1950s Team.

	Pro Football Reference All-1950s First Team.

	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	Number 65 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	Number 84 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Number 56 retired by Lions.

	Named to Lions 75th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2008.

	Named to Lions All-Time Team in 2019.

	Inducted into Lions Ring of Honor in 2009.

	Inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1973.










— SUMMARY AND HONORABLE MENTIONS —
 (THE NEXT 25) 

Having identified the 50 greatest players in Detroit Lions history, the time has come to select the best of the best. Based on the rankings contained in this book, the members of the Lions’ all-time offensive and defensive teams are listed below. Our squads include the top player at each position, with the offense featuring the two best wide receivers, running backs, tackles, and guards, as well as the top quarterback, tight end, center, and a third-down back. Meanwhile, the defense features two ends, two tackles, three linebackers, two cornerbacks, and a pair of safeties. Special teams have been accounted for as well, with a placekicker, punter, kickoff returner, and punt returner also being included.




	OFFENSE
	DEFENSE



	Player
	Position
	Player
	Position





	Matthew Stafford
	QB
	Robert Porcher
	LE



	Barry Sanders
	RB
	Alex Karras
	LT



	Billy Sims
	RB
	Doug English
	RT



	Dutch Clark
	3rd-Down RB
	Al “Bubba” Baker
	RE



	Charlie Sanders
	TE
	Joe Schmidt
	LB



	Calvin Johnson
	WR
	Chris Spielman
	LB



	Herman Moore
	WR
	Wayne Walker
	LB



	Lou Creekmur
	LT
	Lem Barney
	LCB



	Harley Sewell
	LG
	Jack Christiansen
	SS



	Alex Wojciechowicz
	C
	Yale Lary
	FS



	Ox Emerson
	RG
	Dick LeBeau
	RCB



	Lomas Brown
	RT
	Yale Lary
	P



	Jason Hanson
	PK
	Mel Gray
	PR



	Mel Gray
	KR
	
	







Although I limited my earlier rankings to the top 50 players in Lions history, many other fine players have donned the team’s colors through the years, some of whom narrowly missed making the final cut. Following is a list of those players deserving of an honorable mention. These are the men I deemed worthy of being slotted into positions 51 to 75 in the overall rankings. Where applicable and available, the statistics they compiled during their time in Detroit are included, along with their most notable achievements while playing for the Lions.


51—GEORGE CHRISTENSEN (OT/G; 1931–1938)


Notable Achievements


	1935 division champion.

	1935 NFL champion.

	Two-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1933 and 1934).

	Four-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1931, 1932, 1935, and 1936).

	Pro Football Hall of Fame All-1930s Team.








52—DARIUS SLAY (DB; 2013–2019)


Lions Numbers

19 Interceptions, 265 Interception-Return Yards, 1 Interception-Return Touchdown, 347 Tackles, 1 Sack, 1 Forced Fumble, 2 Fumble Recoveries.




Notable Achievements


	Led NFL with eight interceptions and 26 passes defended in 2017.

	Finished fourth in NFL with 107 interception-return yards in 2018.

	Led Lions in interceptions four times.

	Three-time NFC Defensive Player of the Week.

	Three-time Pro Bowl selection (2017, 2018, and 2019).

	2017 First-Team All-Pro selection.

	2017 First-Team All-NFC selection.








53—DICK STANFEL (G; 1952–1955)


Notable Achievements


	Three-time division champion (1952, 1953, and 1954).

	Two-time NFL champion (1952 and 1953).

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1953 and 1955).

	Two-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1953 and 1954).

	Pro Football Reference All-1950s Second Team.

	Pro Football Hall of Fame All-1950s Team.

	Named to Lions All-Time Team in 2019.

	Inducted into Lions Ring of Honor in 2009.

	Inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2016.








54—BRETT PERRIMAN (WR; 1991–1996)


Lions Numbers

428 Receptions, 5,244 Receiving Yards, 25 Touchdown Receptions, 173 Rushing Yards, 5,417 Yards from Scrimmage, 5,591 All-Purpose Yards.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 100 receptions once, topping 90 receptions another time.

	Surpassed 1,000 receiving yards twice.

	Topped 1,500 yards from scrimmage once.

	Led Lions in receptions twice and receiving yards once.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in receptions (5th), receiving yards (4th), and yards from scrimmage (9th).

	Two-time division champion (1991 and 1993).

	1995 Week 13 NFC Offensive Player of the Week.








55—GOLDEN TATE (WR; 2014–2018)


Lions Numbers

416 Receptions, 4,741 Receiving Yards, 22 Touchdown Receptions, 139 Rushing Yards, 4,880 Yards from Scrimmage, 5,093 All-Purpose Yards.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 90 receptions four times.

	Surpassed 1,000 receiving yards three times.

	Led Lions in receptions four times and receiving yards twice.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in receptions (6th) and receiving yards (8th).

	2014 Pro Bowl selection.








56—NICK PIETROSANTE (RB; 1959–1965)


Lions Numbers

3,933 Yards Rushing, 134 Receptions, 1,323 Receiving Yards, 5,256 Yards from Scrimmage, 5,424 All-Purpose Yards, 28 Rushing TDs, 2 TD Receptions, 30 TDs, 4.2 Rushing Average.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 1,000 yards from scrimmage twice.

	Averaged more than five yards per carry twice.

	Led NFL with an average of 5.9 yards per carry in 1959.

	Led Lions in rushing four times.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in rushing yards (5th), rushing touchdowns (4th), and yards from scrimmage (10th).

	1959 Sporting News NFL Rookie of the Year.

	Named to Lions All-Time Team in 2019.








57—JIM GIBBONS (WR/TE; 1958–1968)


Career Numbers

287 Receptions, 3,561 Receiving Yards, 20 Touchdown Receptions.




Notable Achievements


	Finished fourth in NFL with 51 receptions in 1960.

	Led Lions in receptions three times and receiving yards once.

	Three-time Pro Bowl selection (1960, 1961, and 1964).








58—SHAUN ROGERS (DT; 2001–2007)


Lions Numbers

29 Sacks, 355 Tackles, 6 Forced Fumbles, 9 Fumble Recoveries, 1 Interception, 2 Touchdowns.




Notable Achievements


	Led Lions with seven sacks in 2007.

	Led Lions defensive linemen in tackles twice.

	Member of 2001 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	Finished third in 2001 NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year voting.

	Two-time NFC Defensive Player of the Week.

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (2004 and 2005).

	2004 Second-Team All-Pro selection.








59—DEXTER BUSSEY (RB; 1974–1984)


Career Numbers

5,105 Yards Rushing, 193 Receptions, 1,616 Receiving Yards, 6,721 Yards from Scrimmage, 6,832 All-Purpose Yards, 18 Rushing TDs, 5 TD Receptions, 23 TDs, 4.2 Rushing Average.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 1,000 yards from scrimmage three times.

	Finished second in NFL with an average of 5.0 yards per carry in 1980.

	Led Lions in rushing four times.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in rushing yards (3rd), yards from scrimmage (5th), and all-purpose yards (7th).








60—DON DOLL (DB/PR/KR; 1949–1952)


Lions Numbers

26 Interceptions, 464 Interception-Return Yards, 2 Interception-Return Touchdowns, 10 Fumble Recoveries, 162 Punt-Return Yards, 808 Kick-off-Return Yards, 1,461 All-Purpose Yards.




Notable Achievements


	Recorded more than 10 interceptions twice.

	Amassed more than 100 interception-return yards twice.

	Recorded four interceptions vs. Chicago Cardinals on October 23, 1949.

	Led NFL with 301 interception-return yards and 536 kickoff-return yards in 1949.

	Finished second in NFL in interceptions twice and yards per kickoff return once.

	Led Lions in interceptions twice.

	Holds single-season franchise records for most interceptions (12 in 1950) and most interception-return yards (301 in 1949).

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in interceptions (8th) and interception-return yards (7th).

	1952 division champion.

	1952 NFL champion.

	Three-time Pro Bowl selection (1950, 1951, and 1952).

	1949 First-Team All-Pro selection.

	1951 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	Named to Lions 75th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2008.

	Named to Lions All-Time Team in 2019.








61—ACE GUTOWSKY (RB; 1932–1938)


Spartans/Lions Numbers

3,077 Yards Rushing, 3 Receptions, 64 Receiving Yards, 3,141 Yards from Scrimmage, 20 Touchdowns, 3.6 Rushing Average, 249 Passing Yards, 3 Touchdown Passes.




Notable Achievements


	Led NFL with 857 yards from scrimmage in 1936.

	Finished second in NFL in rushing yards once and rushing touchdowns twice.

	1935 Western Division champion.

	1935 NFL champion.

	Five-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1932, 1934, 1936, 1937, and 1938).








62—ALTIE TAYLOR (RB; 1969–1975)


Lions Numbers

4,297 Yards Rushing, 173 Receptions, 1,523 Receiving Yards, 5,820 Yards from Scrimmage, 6,115 All-Purpose Yards, 24 Rushing TDs, 6 TD Receptions, 30 TDs, 3.7 Rushing Average.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 1,000 yards from scrimmage once.

	Led Lions in rushing three times.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in rushing yards (4th), rushing touchdowns (tied for 8th), yards from scrimmage (7th), and all-purpose yards (9th).








63—GREG LANDRY (QB; 1968–1978)


Lions Numbers

12,451 Passing Yards, 80 TD Passes, 81 Interceptions, 54.8 Pass Completion Percentage, 73.4 QBR, 2,502 Rushing Yards, 19 Rushing Touchdowns.




Notable Achievements


	Completed more than 60 percent of passes twice.

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

	Posted passer rating above 90.0 once.

	Ran for more than 500 yards twice.

	Ran for nine touchdowns in 1972.

	Finished third in NFL with 18 touchdown passes in 1972.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in pass completions (6th), passing yards (5th), and touchdown passes (4th).

	Two-time NFL Offensive Player of the Week.

	1976 NFL Comeback Player of the Year.

	1971 Pro Bowl selection.

	1971 First-Team All-NFC selection.








64—KEITH DORNEY (OT/G; 1979–1987)


Notable Achievements


	1983 division champion.

	Member of 1979 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	1982 Pro Bowl selection.

	Two-time First-Team All-NFC selection (1981 and 1985).

	1982 Second-Team All-NFC selection.








65—MIKE COFER (LB/DE; 1983–1992)


Career Numbers

511 Tackles, 62.5 Sacks, 1 Interception, 10 Fumble Recoveries.




Notable Achievements


	Recorded at least 10 sacks twice.

	Led Lions in sacks four times.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in sacks (tied for 5th) and tackles (6th).

	Two-time division champion (1983 and 1991).

	1984 Week 8 NFL Defensive Player of the Week.

	1988 Pro Bowl selection.

	1988 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	Two-time Second-Team All-NFC selection (1988 and 1990).








66—JAHMYR GIBBS (RB; 2023–2024)


Career Numbers

2,357 Yards Rushing, 104 Receptions, 833 Receiving Yards, 3,190 Yards from Scrimmage, 26 Rushing Touchdowns, 5 Touchdown Receptions, 31 Touchdowns, 5.5 Rushing Average.




Notable Achievements


	Rushed for 1,412 yards in 2024.

	Has amassed more than 1,000 yards from scrimmage twice.

	Has scored more than 10 touchdowns twice.

	Scored four touchdowns vs. Minnesota Vikings on January 5, 2025.

	Led NFL with 16 rushing touchdowns and 20 touchdowns in 2024.

	Finished third in NFL with 1,929 yards from scrimmage in 2024.

	Holds Lions single-season record for most touchdowns (20 in 2024).

	Tied with Barry Sanders for Lions single-season record for most rushing touchdowns (16 in 2024).

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in rushing touchdowns (tied for 5th).

	Two-time division champion (2023 and 2024).

	Member of 2023 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	2024 Week 18 NFC Offensive Player of the Week.

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (2023 and 2024).








67—DAVID HILL (TE; 1976–1982)


Lions Numbers

245 Receptions, 3,054 Receiving Yards, 23 Touchdown Receptions.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 50 receptions once.

	Led Lions in receptions once and receiving yards twice.

	Member of 1976 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1978 and 1979).








68—ROCKY FREITAS (OT; 1968–1977)


Notable Achievements


	Started 112 consecutive games from 1969 to 1976.

	1972 Pro Bowl selection.

	1972 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	Two-time Second-Team All-NFC selection (1970 and 1972).








69—STEPHEN BOYD (LB; 1995–2001)


Career Numbers

575 Tackles, 6.5 Sacks, 3 Interceptions, 6 Forced Fumbles, 6 Fumble Recoveries, 1 Touchdown.




Notable Achievements


	Recorded more than 100 tackles four times.

	Led Lions in tackles four times.

	Ranks fifth in Lions history in career tackles.

	1997 Week 1 NFC Defensive Player of the Week.

	1998 Week 13 NFL Defensive Player of the Week.

	November 1998 NFC Defensive Player of the Month.

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1999 and 2000).

	2000 Second-Team All-Pro selection.








70—MATT PRATER (K; 2014–2020)


Lions Numbers

179 Field Goals, 231 Extra Points, 768 Points, 84.4 Field Goal Percentage.




Notable Achievements


	Scored more than 100 points six times, topping 120 points twice.

	Converted more than 85 percent of field goal attempts four times, surpassing 90 percent once.

	Holds franchise record for longest field goal made (59 yards twice).

	Ranks third in franchise history in points scored, field goals made, and extra points made.

	Seven-time NFC Special Teams Player of the Week.

	Two-time NFC Special Teams Player of the Month.

	2016 Pro Bowl selection.








71—PAT STUDSTILL (WR/PR/KR/P; 1961–1967)


Lions Numbers

153 Receptions, 2,452 Receiving Yards, 15 TD Receptions, 716 Punt-Return Yards, 1,924 Kickoff-Return Yards, 5,097 All-Purpose Yards, 1 Kick-off-Return TD, 16 TDs, 7,925 Punting Yards, 42.4-Yard Punting Average.




Notable Achievements


	Surpassed 60 receptions and 1,000 receiving yards once each.

	Amassed more than 1,000 all-purpose yards twice.

	Led NFL with 1,266 receiving yards in 1966.

	Finished second in NFL with 67 receptions in 1966.

	Led NFL with 457 punt-return yards and average of 15.8 yards per punt return in 1962.

	Led NFL in total punting yards and punting average once each.

	Recorded longest punt in NFL in 1967 (78 yards).

	Holds franchise record for longest touchdown reception (99 yards).

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1965 and 1966).

	1966 First-Team All-Pro selection.

	Two-time First-Team All-Western Conference selection (1966 and 1967).








72—MEL FARR (RB; 1967–1973)


Career Numbers

3,072 Yards Rushing, 146 Receptions, 1,374 Receiving Yards, 4,446 Yards from Scrimmage, 26 Rushing Touchdowns, 10 Touchdown Receptions, 36 Touchdowns, 4.2 Rushing Average.




Notable Achievements


	Amassed 1,177 yards from scrimmage in 1967.

	Scored 11 touchdowns in 1970.

	Rushed for 197 yards vs. Minnesota Vikings on November 12, 1967.

	Finished second in NFL with nine rushing touchdowns in 1970.

	Led Lions in rushing three times and receptions once.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in rushing yards (8th) and rushing touchdowns (tied for 5th).

	1968 Week 5 NFL Offensive Player of the Week.

	1967 NFL Offensive Rookie of the Year.

	1967 UPI and Sporting News NFL Rookie of the Year.

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1967 and 1970).

	1970 Second-Team All-NFC selection.








73—CHARLIE ANE (OT/C; 1953–1959)


Notable Achievements


	Missed just one game entire career, appearing in 83 of 84 contests.

	Three-time division champion (1953, 1954, and 1957).

	Two-time NFL champion (1953 and 1957).

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1956 and 1958).

	1956 Second-Team All-Pro selection.








74—JAMES JONES (RB; 1983–1988)


Lions Numbers

3,452 Yards Rushing, 285 Receptions, 2,318 Receiving Yards, 5,770 Yards from Scrimmage, 23 Rushing Touchdowns, 10 Touchdown Receptions, 33 Touchdowns, 3.6 Rushing Average.




Notable Achievements


	Amassed more than 1,000 yards from scrimmage three times.

	Surpassed 50 receptions twice.

	Led Lions in rushing and receptions three times each.

	Ranks among Lions career leaders in rushing yards (6th), rushing touchdowns (10th), and yards from scrimmage (8th).

	1986 Week 1 NFC Offensive Player of the Week.








75—JIM ARNOLD (P; 1986–1993)


Lions Numbers

22,893 Punting Yards, 42.7-Yard Punting Average.




Notable Achievements


	Led NFL in total punting yards once.

	Finished second in NFL in total punting yards and punting average once each.

	Ranks second in franchise history in total punting yards.

	Two-time division champion (1991 and 1993).

	1989 Week 10 NFL Special Teams Player of the Week.

	1993 Week 18 NFC Special Teams Player of the Week.

	Two-time Pro Bowl selection (1987 and 1988).

	1987 First-Team All-Pro selection.

	1988 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	Two-time First-Team All-NFC selection (1987 and 1988).

	Named to Lions 75th Anniversary All-Time Team in 2008.










— GLOSSARY —


ABBREVIATIONS AND STATISTICAL TERMS

C: Center.

COMP %: Completion percentage. The number of successfully completed passes divided by the number of passes attempted.

DB: Defensive back.

DE: Defensive end.

DT: Defensive tackle.

FS: Free safety.

G: Guard.

INTS: Interceptions. Passes thrown by the quarterback that are caught by a member of the opposing team’s defense.

KR: Kickoff returner.

LB: Linebacker.

LCB: Left cornerback.

LE: Left end.

LG: Left guard.

LOLB: Left-outside linebacker.

LT: Left tackle.

MLB: Middle linebacker.

NT: Nose tackle.

OT: Offensive tackle.

P: Punter.

PK: Placekicker.

PR: Punt returner.

QB: Quarterback.

QBR: Quarterback rating.

RB: Running back.

RCB: Right cornerback.

RE: Right end.

RG: Right guard.

ROLB: Right-outside linebacker.

RT: Right tackle.

SS: Strong safety.

ST: Special teams.

TD PASSES: Touchdown passes.

TD RECS: Touchdown receptions.

TDS: Touchdowns.

TE: Tight end.

WR: Wide receiver.
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