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  ▶ CHAPTER ONE


  


  
    
      	
        THE

        2001


        

      

      	
        NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS

      
    

  


  
    Owner:


    Robert Kraft


    Director of Player Personnel:


    Scott Pioli


    Head Coach:


    Bill Belichick


    Regular Season Record:


    11-5


    Regular Season Finish:


    AFC East Champions


    Playoff Results:


    Divisional Round—New England Patriots 16

    Oakland Raiders 13 (OT)


    AFC Championship—New England Patriots 24

    Pittsburgh Steelers 17


    Super Bowl:


    New England Patriots 20

    St. Louis Rams 17


    Awards:


    Super Bowl MVP: QB Tom Brady


    Pro Bowlers: QB Tom Brady, CB Ty Law,

    SS Lawyer Milloy, KR Troy Brown

  


  This is not how a dynasty would be expected to begin. Drew Bledsoe, the face of the Patriot franchise and a three-time Pro Bowl quarterback who had signed a 10-year, $103 million contract during the offseason, was laid out on the sideline in the fourth quarter of the second game of the season. The sheared blood vessel he suffered in his chest put Bledsoe in the hospital and Tom Brady behind center. Brady, the 199th player chosen in the 2000 draft, rose up off the bench like a newborn foal standing for the first time. Pressed into emergency service, Brady was only able to complete 5 of 10 passes for 46 yards as the Patriots fell to 0-2, losing to the Jets, 10–3. What happened next is the stuff of legends—in particular the legends of Tom Brady and Bill Belichick!
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  ▶ New England Patriots quarterback Tom Brady (12) warms up for play in an NFL game in 2001. AP PHOTO/AL MESSERSCHMIDT


  In Week 3 of the 2001 season, Brady made his first NFL start. The tall, lanky 24-year-old who came to New England by way of San Mateo, California, and the University of Michigan, was matched up against Peyton Manning and the Indianapolis Colts. Manning was only one year older than Brady, but already had three full NFL seasons under his belt and was making his 51st career start. He had been the number 1 overall pick in the 1998 NFL Draft. Manning had the pedigree and the experience, but he would lose 11 of the 17 head-to-head meetings with Brady, including this first one, 44–13. The Patriots rallied around Brady in his first start with the defense forcing four turnovers, running two interceptions back for touchdowns, and sealing the game with three fourth quarter touchdowns. It was the Patriots’ first win of the season, and the first win of the Brady era. Brady threw for a very pedestrian 168 yards without a touchdown, but Patriots fans quickly found someone they could believe in. Brady performed as a conservative, mistake-free, game manager and let his defense and running game dominate the Colts. That would have been enough to win over most Patriots fans, but then Brady did even more.


  After a loss in Miami, the Patriots came home to face the San Diego Chargers. The Patriots trailed by 10 points with under seven minutes to go, but Brady engineered a field goal drive and then threw a game-tying touch-down to Jermaine Wiggins to force overtime. The Patriots ultimately won the game, 29–26, when Adam Vinatieri kicked a 44-yard field goal. It was another unlikely and unexpected win, and this time, Brady led the way with poise and a touch of magic.


  The magic continued with a second trouncing of the Colts, who were playing in the AFC East along with the Patriots for the 31st and final season. The second meeting between the division rivals was in Indianapolis, and this time the magic was provided by wide receiver David Patten, who became the first player since Walter Payton 22 years earlier to run, catch, and throw for a touchdown in the same game. And Patten did it all in the first half!


  After the Patriots blocked a Colts field goal attempt and ran the ball back to the Colts’ 29-yard line, Patten was handed the ball on the Patriots’ first offensive play, and he ran for a touchdown. In the second quarter, Patten hauled in a 91-yard touchdown pass from Brady, which was the longest play in franchise history. And on the first play of the Patriots’ next possession, Patten threw a 60-yard touchdown pass to Troy Brown. With Pro Bowl wide receiver Terry Glenn out with a hamstring injury, Patten’s role against the Colts expanded, and he responded in spectacular fashion. With a second touchdown reception, Patten was part of four of the Patriots’ five touchdowns.


  
    Patriot Super Bowl History


    


    Before the 2001 season, the Patriots had been to two Super Bowls, and lost them both. On January 26, 1986, the Patriots lost Super Bowl XX to the Chicago Bears, 46-10, and on January 26, 1997, the Patriots lost Super Bowl XXXI to the Green Bay Packers, 35-21.


    

  


  “Every time I touched the ball, I was able to make something happen,” Patten said. “I think I’m able to do that every time I go on the field, and today I made that happen.”


  The Patriots won 38–17, but were just 3-3 on the season, and they’d dip below .500 the following week when they lost to the Broncos. Playing at Invesco Field at Mile High Stadium in Denver for the first time, Brady had his worst game as a pro. Remarkably, Brady had set a record by beginning his career with 162 consecutive passes without an interception, but he threw four picks in Denver, all of them in the fourth quarter when the Patriots were trying to come from behind. The most costly mistake came with the Patriots trailing, 24–20. Brady led the Patriots to the Denver 8-yard line, but then was picked off in the end zone by the Broncos’ Denard Walker. Then, with 2:24 to go, Walker picked off Brady a second time and returned the ball 39 yards for a game-clinching touchdown. The Patriots lost, 31–20, but left Denver with more confidence than they had when they arrived.


  “Denver deserved to win,” Bill Belichick said after the game, “but I think we know we can beat them.”


  Even Belichick would have no way of knowing, but the Patriots were approaching the horizon of their miraculous season. Following the loss in Denver, the Patriots were back on the road the following week against the Atlanta Falcons. It was a game that featured nine quarterback sacks by a dominating Patriot defense, and a bounce-back performance by Brady, who had three touchdown passes. Brady’s third touchdown throw came with a bit of luck. In the final minute of the third quarter, he threw deep to Patten, but the ball was tipped away by Falcons defender Ashley Ambrose. However, the tipped ball went right into the arms of Troy Brown, who took it 23 yards to the end zone. The Patriots went on to win, 24–10.


  They were just an average 4-4 team, and nothing suggested otherwise when they struggled at home to beat the 1-6 Buffalo Bills the following week. The Bills sacked Brady seven times, intercepted him once, and forced him to fumble twice, and the game wasn’t secured until Antowain Smith broke a couple of tackles and ran 42 yards for a touchdown with under two minutes to play. The Patriots escaped with a 21–11 win, putting them over the .500 mark for the first time in three seasons.


  Next came the 7-1 St. Louis Rams, which seemed an unlikely Super Bowl preview at the time, if only because the Patriots didn’t appear to be Super Bowl bound. The Rams, meanwhile, known as “The Greatest Show on Turf,” and boasting the highest-scoring offense in the NFL, came to Foxborough and amassed nearly 500 yards of offense. Still, the Patriots had plenty of chances to pull off the upset.


  “We just missed too many opportunities,” Belichick said. “Both sides made some plays, but in the end, we just didn’t make enough of them. That’s real disappointing.”


  Patriot cornerback Terrell Buckley made an important play in the first quarter when he ran a Kurt Warner pass back 52 yards for a game-tying touchdown. The Patriots seemed poised to take a lead into halftime, but the momentum shifted when Antowain Smith fumbled at the Rams’ 3-yard line. Instead of going in for a touchdown, or at the very least kicking a field goal with time winding down in the half, the Patriots committed one of their three costly turnovers. The Rams took possession with 2:22 to go in the half and drove the ball 97 yards. Warner connected with Marshall Faulk for a 9-yard touchdown pass, and instead of trailing at the break, the Rams were ahead 14–10. The Patriots would ultimately fall, 24–17, and rested at an unspectacular 5-5.


  In the days leading up to the Rams game, the Patriots learned that Bledsoe had been medically cleared to play, but after having Bledsoe and Brady split snaps in practice, Belichick chose to start Brady against the Rams. Then, after Brady threw for 185 yards with one touchdown and two interceptions against the Rams, Belichick announced his decision to keep Brady as the starter for the rest of the season “barring unforeseen circumstances.”


  “It is game to game, but I don’t see how it’s going to change,” Belichick said. “It’s not going to be, ‘There’s an incomplete pass. We’re going to change quarterbacks.’ We can’t operate like that.”


  On Being a Team


  


  “It’s not about who plays or who doesn’t play,” Bledsoe would say later. “It’s about who wins, and I’ll do what I can to help this team win.”


  The Patriots, who had gone 5-11 the previous year with Bledsoe as the starter, and then got off to an 0-2 start, were 5-3 with Brady as their starting quarterback. Belichick reasoned that Brady gave the Patriots their best chance moving forward, and by making the announcement he avoided the potential of a weekly quarterback controversy.


  With Bledsoe accepting the disappointment as a consummate professional, the Patriots entered the final six weeks of the season unified, and Brady made sure that Belichick’s huge gamble was the right call. In the first game after the decision, Brady threw a career-high four touchdown passes against the New Orleans Saints. The Patriots beat the Saints, 38–17, and won the five regular-season games that followed. They would roll into the playoffs with the momentum of a six-game winning streak, but Brady never looked as good again as he did against the Saints. In fact, in the Patriots’ last five games, Brady threw five interceptions and only two touchdown passes. But the Patriots kept winning!


  They rallied from 13 points down in the first half to beat the Jets, 17–16, and good fortune was still driving the bus when the Patriots beat the Bills in overtime in Week 14. Late in that game, David Patten caught a pass along the sideline and was immediately hit hard enough to cause him to fumble and to lose consciousness. The Bills recovered the ball, but upon review, it was ruled that while Patten lay there, the ball touched his feet while his head was out of bounds. By rule, the ball was dead. The Bills did not gain possession! Instead, the Patriots went on to kick a 23-yard field goal to win the game, 12–9.
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  ▶ New England Patriots kicker Adam Vinatieri is all smiles as he celebrates his overtime field goal with coach Bill Belichick after the game at Ralph Wilson Stadium in Orchard Park, N.Y., Sunday, Dec. 16, 2001. The Patriots won 12–9. AP PHOTO/MIKE GROLL


  The winning streak continued with wins against the Dolphins, 20–13, and the Carolina Panthers, 38–6. And as it turned out, the unconscious player touching the ball while his head was out of bounds wouldn’t be the strangest call to go in the Patriots’ favor. The long, strange trip that would be the Patriots’ journey to the franchise’s first Super Bowl victory would continue the following weekend on a snowy night in Foxborough.


  The divisional round playoff game against the Oakland Raiders would be the final game ever played at Foxboro Stadium, and it would include one of the most controversial calls in the history of the NFL playoffs. Longtime, diehard football fans who had watched thousands of hours of football were introduced to the “tuck rule.” At a pivotal moment late in the fourth quarter with the Patriots trailing, 13–10, Brady appeared to fumble the ball, which was recovered by the Raiders. However, instant replay showed that Brady had started his arm forward as if to pass, and then changed his mind and attempted to tuck the ball under his arm. By rule, now known as the “tuck rule,” Brady did not fumble. Instead, it was ruled an incomplete pass, and the Patriots maintained possession of the ball. The drive continued and Adam Vinatieri eventually tied the game with a 45-yard field goal in a driving snowstorm. It is considered by many to be the greatest kick in NFL history.
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  ▶ Patriots quarterback Tom Brady (12) loses the ball after being brought down by Oakland Raiders’ Charles Woodson, right, while Greg Biekert (54) moves to recover the ball in the fourth quarter of their AFC Division Playoff game in Foxborough, Mass. Saturday night, Jan. 19, 2002. The play was appealed, and the Patriots retained possession. The Patriots went on to win 16–13, in overtime. AP PHOTO/ELISE AMENDOLA


  
    Player Shifts


    


    Following the 2001 season, Drew Bledsoe was traded to the Buffalo Bills for their 2003 first-round draft pick. That pick was subsequently traded along with a sixth-round pick to the Chicago Bears for defensive tackle Ty Warren.


    

  


  The Patriots won the coin toss to start overtime and chose to receive the ball. Despite the wind blowing and the snow falling, the Patriots came out throwing. Brady completed seven consecutive passes, but faced a fourth-and-4 from the Raiders’ 34-yard line. He made it eight straight completions by connecting with David Patten for six yards and a first down. The Patriots then ran five straight running plays and moved the ball to the Raiders’ 7-yard line. On third down, the Patriots sent out the field goal unit. The Raiders called timeout, which gave Patriots holder Ken Walter and Vinatieri time to clear away the snow from the spot where the ball would be placed, and then Vinatieri kicked a 23-yard game-winning field goal that was punctuated by long snapper Lonie Paxton’s snow angel in the end zone. While his teammates danced around him, Paxton flapped away, his arms looking like thick windshield wipers. The following week, the Patriots season would continue with yet another improbable story line: Drew Bledsoe returned to help defeat the Steelers in Pittsburgh.


  [image: image]


  ▶ New England Patriots kicker Adam Vinatieri, top, is hoisted to the shoulders of his teammates after his game-winning overtime field goal against the Oakland Raiders in the AFC Divisional Playoff game at Foxboro Stadium, in Foxborough, Mass., Saturday Jan. 19, 2002. The Patriots won 16–13. AP PHOTO/CHARLES KRUPA


  The season that began with Bledsoe getting hurt and Brady taking over the quarterback reins wouldn’t end until Bledsoe was back up on the horse. The turnabout occurred in the AFC championship game at Heinz Field in Pittsburgh. Brady was knocked out of the game with a sprained ankle late in the second quarter, and that opened the door for Bledsoe’s return. Three quick completions to David Patten, the last one in the end zone, and the Patriots had a 14–3 halftime lead.
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  ▶ New England Patriots quarterback Drew Bledsoe signals from the line during their AFC Championship game against the Pittsburgh Steelers Sunday, Jan. 27, 2002, in Pittsburgh. AP PHOTO/AMY SANCETTA
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  ▶ New England Patriots wide receiver David Patten (86) pulls in an 11-yard touchdown pass from quarterback Drew Bledsoe as Pittsburgh Steelers Jason Gildon (92) defends in the second quarter of the AFC Championship game Sunday, Jan. 27, 2002, in Pittsburgh. Bledsoe, playing for the first time in more than four months, lofted the ball to Patten deep in the right corner of the end zone. AP PHOTO/CHRIS GARDNER


  In the third quarter, the Patriots’ Brandon Mitchell blocked a field goal attempt and Troy Brown scooped up the loose ball. Brown, who had a 55-yard punt return for a touchdown in the first quarter, ran a few yards with the ball before lateraling it to Antwan Harris, and Harris took it the remaining 49 yards for the touchdown. With the help of their Pro Bowl backup quarterback and two special teams touchdowns, the Patriots held on to win, 24–17. The Patriots were headed to the Super Bowl with the same cloud of a quarterback controversy hovering over the team that was there when Bledsoe was first cleared to play, and once again Belichick chose Brady over Bledsoe.


  Without the built-in advantage of two weeks between the AFC championship game and the Super Bowl that teams often have, Belichick had just a few days to make his decision. With Brady’s ankle heavily taped, Belichick put the quarterbacks through a rigorous practice on the Tuesday before the game. Brady’s ankle held up well and Belichick made the decision to have Brady start the Super Bowl against the St. Louis Rams. Bledsoe took the news in stride.


  “I’m obviously very disappointed,” Bledsoe told reporters. “It’s something I probably expected, to be honest with you. But I’ll do everything I can to help Tom win the game.”


  But the greatest help Brady got in Super Bowl XXXVI came from his defense. Facing the 14-2 Rams for a second time, this time at the Louisiana Superdome in New Orleans, the Patriots once again forced three turnovers and scored on an interception return. Ty Law grabbed a Kurt Warner pass and took it back untouched 47 yards for the touchdown to give the Patriots a 7–3 lead in the second quarter. Later, Terrell Buckley recovered a Ricky Proehl fumble and the Patriots converted that into an 8-yard touchdown pass from Tom Brady to David Patten with 21 seconds remaining in the first half. The Patriots led 14–3, and after Otis Smith intercepted Warner in the third quarter, and returned the ball to the Rams’ 33, Vinatieri would boot a field goal to give the Patriots a two-touchdown lead. The Rams responded with a short rushing touchdown by Warner, and a 26-yard touchdown pass from Warner to Proehl, and the game was tied 17–17 with 1:30 to go.
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  ▶ New England Patriots cornerback Ty Law (24) intercepts a pass from St. Louis Rams quarterback Kurt Warner as intended receiver Isaac Bruce (80) looks on during Super Bowl XXXVI, Sunday, Feb. 3, 2002, in New Orleans. Law returned the interception for a touchdown. AP PHOTO/TONY GUTIERREZ


  Instead of running out the clock and taking the game to overtime, the Patriots put the ball in the hands of their first-year starter, ran their two-minute offense, and tried to win the game. Brady completed 7 of 9 passes (both incompletions were spikes to stop the clock), and put the Patriots in field goal range. Once again, Vinatieri jogged on the field and put a clutch kick between the uprights. His 48-yard field goal was the first time the Super Bowl was ever decided on the game’s final play.
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  ▶ New England Patroits Tom Brady plays in Super Bowl XXXVI against the St. Louis Rams at the Louisiana Superdome on February 3, 2002, in New Orleans. The Patriots defeated the Rams 20–17. AP PHOTO/TOM DIPACE
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  ▶ New England Patriots kicker Adam Vinatieri (4), joined by teammate Ken Walter, who held the ball, celebrates his 48-yard game-winning field goal in the final seconds of Super Bowl XXXVI against the St. Louis Rams, Feb. 3, 2002, in New Orleans. With the score tied at 17–17, and no timeouts remaining, Patriots quarterback Tom Brady had led a last-minute drive downfield to set up Vinatieri’s deciding kick. The Patriots won their first Super Bowl 20–17. AP PHOTO/AMY SANCETTA


  Duck Boat Parade


  


  “Cue the duck boats!”would quickly become a rallying cry for New England. Duck Boat Tours, a privately owned company with a fleet of amphibious vehicles, began a tradition of transporting a newly crowned New England championship team over Boston’s roads and waterways.


  The 2001 New England Patriots were celebrated by land and by sea by more than 1.2 million fans who lined the streets of Boston for what was the first in a long series of duck boat parades. The parade route started at Copley Square and settled at City Hall Plaza, where cornerback Ty Law convinced Belichick, Kraft, and Brady to dance on stage. They were all equally bad!
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  ▶ New England Patriots quarterback Tom Brady, right, wearing red scarf, dances with head coach Bill Belichick, center, in plaid scarf, during a Super Bowl celebration on City Hall Plaza in Boston, Tuesday, Feb. 5, 2002. At far left on stage is Patriots owner Robert Kraft. AP PHOTO/CHARLES KRUPA
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  ▶ Members of the New England Patriots ride duck boats down Tremont Street in Boston, Tuesday, Feb. 5, 2002, during a parade held to celebrate the team’s Super Bowl win. Hundreds of thousands of New England Patriots fans braved freezing temperatures Tuesday to welcome home the improbable Super Bowl victors and celebrate the city’s first championship in 16 years. AP PHOTO/OLIVIA HANLEY
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  ▶ New England Patriots fans cheer during a Super Bowl celebration on City Hall Plaza in Boston, Tuesday Feb. 5, 2002. AP PHOTO/JON MAHONEY


  “It’s been a long voyage and a long journey,” Belichick told the crowd. “We took the last step of the way Sunday night. And I feel like our journey is complete now.”


  Yes, the journey that was the 2001 NFL season was complete, but the odyssey of the NFL’s most unexpected dynasty had just begun.


  

  ▶CHAPTER TWO


  

  
    
      	
        THE

        2003


        
      

      	
        NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS

      
    

  


  
    Owner:


    Robert Kraft


    Vice President of Player Personnel:


    Scott Pioli


    Head Coach:


    Bill Belichick


    Regular Season Record:


    14-2


    Regular Season Finish:


    AFC East Champions


    Playoff Results:


    Divisional Round—New England Patriots 17

    Tennessee Titans 14


    AFC Championship—New England Patriots 24

    Indianapolis Colts 14


    Super Bowl:


    New England Patriots 32

    Carolina Panthers 29


    Awards:


    Super Bowl MVP: QB Tom Brady


    Pro Bowlers: CB Ty Law, LB Willie McGinest,

    DE Richard Seymour

  


  The Patriots brought the Lombardi Trophy to Foxborough and opened the 2002 season in a brand-new Gillette Stadium. The Super Bowl banner was raised in front of more than 68,000 fans. Former president George H. W. Bush conducted the pregame coin toss, and the Patriots beat the Steelers 30–14. It was a euphoric grand opening of a new stadium, and a new year began with renewed hope. Brady and the Patriots won the first three games while scoring 115 points, but when the offense sputtered, they lost the next four games. Ultimately, they finished in a three-way tie with the Dolphins and Jets, all with 9-7 records. The tiebreaker rules gave the division title to the Jets. This is not the way you’d expect a dynasty to be continued. The Patriots set out to defend their NFL championship, but failed to make the playoffs.


  It was on to 2003!


  Before the Patriot Dynasty finally got rolling, there was one more giant speed bump to go over. The Patriots began the 2003 season by losing to the Buffalo Bills, 31–0. The game was played in Orchard Park, New York, five days after the Patriots released popular Pro Bowl safety Lawyer Milloy. It was a stunning move given Milloy’s talent and the respect he commanded from his teammates. He wasn’t out of work for long, however. The Bills scooped him up and put him in the starting lineup in Week 1 against his old team. Milloy’s impact was felt immediately. He sacked Brady once, and forced him to throw one of his four interceptions. Brady summed up the game this way: “From the first play on, it was Buffalo, Buffalo, Buffalo.”


  But the rest of the 2003 season was Patriots, Patriots, Patriots! They won 14 of the next 15 games, including three by shutout. One of those shutouts came on the final weekend of the season, and it remains one of the most bizarre statistical anomalies in the history of sports. The Patriots, who lost to the Bills 31–0 to start the season, closed the season by beating the Bills by the exact same score. Brady, who threw four interceptions in that season opener, threw four touchdown passes in the season finale.
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  ▶ New England Patriots quarterback and game MVP Tom Brady (12) celebrates a touchdown during Super Bowl XXXVIII against the Carolina Panthers, Feb. 1, 2004 in Houston. AP PHOTO/GREG TROTT


  Bouncing back quickly from the loss to the Bills, the Patriots showcased in Week 2 against the Philadelphia Eagles what would become a dominating defense. The Patriots forced six turnovers, had seven sacks, and rolled to a 31–10 victory. Patriot tight end Christian Fauria caught two touchdown passes in the second quarter, and Brady threw his third touchdown pass, a 26-yarder to Deion Branch, in the third quarter. Tedy Bruschi closed out the scoring with an 18-yard interception return.


  “We played better. We executed better. We scored in the red area and we played better defense in the red area,” Bill Belichick said. “It’s not that complicated.”


  
    NFL Record Book


    

    The Patriots 21-game winning streak is the longest in NFL history. It ended on October 31, 2004, when they lost in Pittsburgh to the Steelers, 34–20.


    

  


  The defense was stout once again the following week in a 23–16 home opening win against the Jets. The Patriots ultimately sealed the deal with a 55-yard interception return for a touchdown by rookie cornerback Asante Samuel.


  A Week 4 loss to the Washington Redskins dropped the Patriots to 2-2. Brady threw three more interceptions and a Kevin Faulk fumble accounted for the Patriots’ fourth turnover. The Patriots, playing without nine starters from their season-opening lineup, battled back from 20–3 down, but decided to forgo a possible 55-yard game-tying field goal in the closing seconds. Instead, Brady threw an incomplete pass on fourth down, and the Patriots lost 20–17. It was one of only five wins the Redskins would secure that year. The Patriots did not appear to be a juggernaut in waiting. But following the loss to the Redskins, the Patriots embarked upon a 21-game winning streak. It began with a hard-fought 38–30 win over the Titans in Week 5. Patriot safety Rodney Harrison characterized it as “one of the more intense games” he had ever played. Injured cornerback Ty Law, running on a severely sprained right ankle, iced the victory with a 65-yard interception return for a touchdown with just under two minutes to play. The following week, the Patriots improved to 4-2 when four more interceptions helped them get past the New York Giants, 17–6. The Giants turned the ball over a total of five times, including twice on their first three offensive plays. The second one was a 38-yard fumble return for a touchdown by Patriots linebacker Matt Chatham. Brady completed only one pass for 7 yards during a first half played in heavy rains and finished with just 112 yards passing, but the Patriots didn’t have any turnovers.
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  ▶ New England Patriots defensive back Ty Law (24) during preseason game against the Philadelphia Eagles at Lincoln Financial Field in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on August 8, 2003. The Patriots defeated the Eagles 24–12. TOMASSO DEROSA VIA AP
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  ▶ New England Patriots linebacker Matt Chatham (58) races to the end zone with a picked-up fumble during the first quarter at Gillette Stadium as teammates Willie McGinest (55), Richard Seymour (93) and Bobby Hamilton (91) run behind him Sunday, Oct. 12, 2003, in Foxborough, Mass. Chatham returned the fumble for a touchdown. AP PHOTO/STEPHAN SAVOIA


  The Patriots extended their winning streak to three games and took over first place in the AFC East when they survived the “Lady Columbia” overtime thriller in Miami in Week 7. The Patriots and Dolphins went to overtime and the coin toss became a point of controversy. The Patriots called tails and when the coin flip on the silver dollar showed Lady Columbia, the Patriots thought they’d won. But Lady Columbia was designated as tails. The Dolphins chose to receive the ball, which meant the Patriots would choose the direction they wanted to kick off. And in case of a game-winning field goal attempt, the Patriots wanted the Dolphins to be kicking on the same side of the field where Dolphins placekicker Olindo Mare had a 35-yard field goal attempt blocked by Richard Seymour with less than two minutes to go in regulation. That side of the field was covered by dirt, because the Florida Marlins were hosting the Major League Baseball playoffs at the same stadium. The Dolphins did move the ball into Patriots territory, and once again set up for a 35-yard field goal attempt from the dirt. Mare, the second most accurate field goal kicker in NFL history, missed again! The Patriots got the ball, but had to punt it back to the Dolphins, who gave it right back to the Patriots. Miami quarterback Jay Fiedler lobbed a 60-yard duck that came down in the arms of Patriot cornerback Tyrone Poole. The Patriots had another chance! And it didn’t take long for them to take advantage of it. Brady threw an 82-yard touchdown pass to Troy Brown. The Patriots flew home from Miami with a 19–13 win. It was the first time in 13 years they were able to beat the Dolphins in Miami during September or October.
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  ▶ New England Patriots wide receiver Troy Brown, right, outruns Miami Dolphins safeties Sammy Knight, left, and Brock Marion for a touchdown in overtime to beat the Dolphins 19–13 Sunday, Oct. 19, 2003, in Miami. AP PHOTO/J. PAT CARTER


  “Everyone’s telling them they can’t win down here, everyone’s telling them it’s too hot. Everyone’s telling them they have too many injuries,” Belichick said. “They didn’t buy it. They came down and played their hearts out. It felt good.”


  The following week, the Patriots were held out of the end zone, but still managed to beat the Browns, 9–3. That set up a Monday night showdown with the Broncos in Denver, where the Patriots had only one win in their last 13 trips. And if the legend of Bill Belichick wasn’t already approaching mythical proportions, this game would put him front and center in the “best coaches ever” conversation. Already with a Super Bowl ring as a head coach and two others as a defensive coordinator with the Giants, Belichick engineered an exciting and unlikely comeback against the Broncos. Trailing 24–23 in the fourth quarter, and backed up on their own 1-yard line, the Patriots were forced to punt—only they didn’t! Instead of punting, Belichick instructed long snapper Lonie Paxton to snap the ball out of the end zone. That would give the Broncos two points for the safety and a three-point lead, but the Patriots would be able to punt the ball from their 20-yard line instead of the back of their end zone.
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  ▶ New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick reacts on the sidelines in the first quarter against the Dallas Cowboys in Foxborough, Mass., Sunday, Nov. 16, 2003. AP PHOTO/ELISE AMENDOLA


  “We were hoping to get the ball back in decent field position and still have some time to at least try for a field goal to tie it,” Belichick explained.


  And it worked! The Patriots forced a three-and-out from the Broncos, and then got the ball back at their own 42-yard line with 2:15 left in the game. Because of the intentional safety, the Patriots would only need to go about 25 yards to try for a game-tying field goal. The strategy had paid off, but the kick was never necessary. Instead, with 30 seconds remaining, Brady won the game with an 18-yard touchdown pass to David Givens. The Patriots’ gamble paid off and they beat the Broncos 30–26. The intentional safety has got to be one of the greatest in-game decisions by a coach ever!
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  ▶ New England Patriots wide receiver David Givens (87) catches an 18-yard touchdown against Denver Broncos safety Deltha O’Neal (24) in the closing minute of the game to give the Patriots a 30–26 win in Denver, Monday, Nov. 3, 2003. AP PHOTO/DAVID ZALUBOWSKI


  The Patriots were back home in Week 11, and they put their five-game winning streak to the test against former head coach Bill Parcells and his 7-2 Dallas Cowboys. It was another defensive struggle won by the Patriots, who intercepted Dallas quarterback Quincy Carter three times, two of them by Ty Law. The Patriot offense struggled, but their defense pitched a shutout and the winning streak extended to six games with a 12–0 win.


  The following week in Houston, Brady threw two interceptions and lost a fumble, the Patriots had a punt blocked, and missed a field goal, but still managed to win their seventh game in a row. The biggest call of the game came with 40 seconds to play and the Patriots down 20–13. On fourth-and-1 from the 4-yard line, the Patriots decided to throw the ball and go for the game-tying touchdown. Brady rolled to his right and threw a 4-yard touchdown pass to tight end Daniel Graham. In overtime, the Texans won the coin toss and elected to receive the ball, but on their first play from scrimmage, Patriot linebacker Mike Vrabel intercepted a pass by Houston quarterback Tony Banks. That gave the Patriots the ball at Houston’s 23-yard line. The Patriots set up for the game-winning field goal, opting to run the ball three times in a row. They only got as far as the 19-yard line before bringing Vinatieri in to attempt the game-winning field goal. Vinatieri’s kick was blocked! The Patriots relied once again on their defense to give them another chance to win the game, and eventually, with 41 seconds left in overtime, Vinatieri ran back out on to the field and this time, he kicked a 28-yard field goal. The Patriots continued to find ways to
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