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—INTRODUCTION—


THE CHIEF LEGACY


The Kansas City Chiefs have their roots in the city of Dallas, Texas, where they spent the first three years of their existence competing in the newly formed American Football League as the Dallas Texans before relocating to the Midwest in 1963. Originally founded in 1959 by oil tycoon Lamar Hunt, who earlier failed in his attempts to establish an NFL franchise in his hometown of Dallas, the Texans began play one year later as a member of the AFL’s Western Division, which they shared with the Los Angeles Chargers, Oakland Raiders, and Denver Broncos. Meanwhile, the Houston Oilers, Buffalo Bills, Boston Patriots, and New York Titans, who later became known as the Jets, comprised the infant league’s Eastern Division.


After failing to persuade either University of Oklahoma head coach Bud Wilkinson or New York Giants defensive assistant Tom Landry to serve as head coach of his new team, Hunt turned to little-known University of Miami assistant coach Hank Stram, commenting years later, “One of the biggest reasons I hired Hank was that he really wanted the job. It turned out to be a very lucky selection on my part.” Hunt also made businessman Jack Steadman his general manager, a position he maintained until 1976, when he became team president.


Spending their first three seasons playing their home games at the Cotton Bowl, which they shared with the expansion Dallas Cowboys of the NFL, the Texans fared extremely well, finishing second in the AFL West in both 1960 and 1961, before posting a regular-season mark of 11-3 in 1962 that gave them their first division title. The Texans subsequently laid claim to the league championship by recording a 20-17 double-overtime victory over the Houston Oilers in the AFL title game, emerging victorious when kicker Tommy Brooker connected on a 25-yard field goal nearly three minutes into the second overtime session. Star running back/return-man Abner Haynes proved to be the driving force behind Dallas’s successful championship run, finishing the year with more yards from scrimmage (1,622) and touchdowns (19) than any other player in the league.


Although the Texans experienced a considerable amount of success on the playing field during their formative years, it soon became apparent that Dallas lacked the ability to support two professional football teams, prompting Hunt to relocate his newly named Chiefs to Kansas City, Missouri, prior to the start of the 1963 campaign. The Chiefs subsequently moved into Municipal Stadium, a 40-year-old, 49,002-seat ballpark located at the corner of Brooklyn Avenue and E. 22nd Street, which remained home to them for the next nine seasons.


Remaining one of the AFL’s most formidable clubs during that time, the Chiefs captured their second league championship in 1966 when they recorded a 31-7 victory over the Buffalo Bills in the AFL title game. However, they subsequently suffered a 35-10 defeat at the hands of the Green Bay Packers in Super Bowl I. A regular-season record of 12-2 in 1968 left Kansas City tied with Oakland for the best mark in the Western Division, forcing a one-game playoff between the two teams that the Raiders won by a score of 41-6. But the Chiefs exacted a measure of revenge against their arch-rivals the following year, defeating the Raiders by a score of 17-7 in the AFL Championship Game, before recording a 23-7 victory over the heavily favored Minnesota Vikings in Super Bowl IV.


The 1969 Chiefs squad that defeated Minnesota in Super Bowl IV may well have been the most talented team in the 10-year history of the AFL. Outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 359-177 during the regular season, the Chiefs finished second in the league in points scored, with Hall of Fame quarterback Len Dawson directing a potent offense that also featured game-breaking wide receiver Otis Taylor, former Heisman Trophy–winning running back Mike Garrett, and standout linemen Jim Tyrer and Ed Budde. Even stronger on defense, the Chiefs allowed the fewest points of any team in the league, with safety Johnny Robinson, cornerback Emmitt Thomas, linebackers Bobby Bell and Willie Lanier, and linemen Buck Buchanan, Jerry Mays, and Curley Culp all starring on that side of the ball.


Following the conclusion of the 1969 campaign, the NFL and AFL announced a merger that made the meeting between the Chiefs and Vikings in Super Bowl IV the last game ever played between teams from the two rival leagues. Compiling an overall mark of 87-48-5 from 1960 to 1969, the Texans-Chiefs posted the best record in the history of the AFL, capturing three league championships in the process.


Joining the Chargers, Raiders, and Broncos in the newly created AFC West Division in 1970, the Chiefs remained extremely competitive from 1970 to 1973, posting a winning record all four years, and capturing their fourth division title in 1971. Unfortunately, the 1971 campaign ended with a memorable 27-24 double-overtime loss to the Miami Dolphins in the divisional round of the postseason tournament. Played on Christmas Day 1971, the epic battle between the two teams lasted 82:40, making it the longest game in NFL history. Although a 37-yard field goal by Miami placekicker Garo Yepremian midway through the second overtime session ultimately gave the Dolphins the win, Chiefs running back Ed Podolak turned in a performance for the ages, scoring two touchdowns and setting an NFL postseason record that still stands by amassing 350 all-purpose yards.


With the Chiefs christening Arrowhead Stadium as their new home in 1972, their playoff loss to Miami ended up being the last football game ever played at Kansas City’s Municipal Stadium. Arrowhead Stadium, which has a seating capacity of 76,416, later underwent a $375 million renovation that included new luxury boxes, wider concourses, and enhanced amenities, has now served as home to the Chiefs for nearly half a century.


Following their double-overtime loss to Miami in 1971, the Chiefs failed to make the playoffs in any of the next three seasons, prompting team ownership to relieve Hank Stram of his duties following the conclusion of the 1974 campaign. Stram left Kansas City having led the Chiefs to four division titles, three AFL Championships, one Super Bowl win, and an overall record of 124-76-10 during his 15-year stint as head coach.


Stram’s departure marked the end of the most successful run in franchise history. Unable to advance to the playoffs again until 1986, the Chiefs entered into an extended period of mediocrity during which they posted a winning record just twice in 15 seasons, as Paul Wiggin (1975–1977), Tom Bettis (1977), Marv Levy (1978–1982), John Mackovic (1983–1986), and Frank Gansz (1987–1988) all took turns coaching the team. The Chiefs also experienced a considerable amount of adversity off the playing field, with tragedy striking the club on June 29, 1983, when star running back Joe Delaney drowned while trying to save the lives of three youngsters in Monroe, Louisiana. Yet, even as the Chiefs continued to struggle as a team, they fielded a number of outstanding players on both sides of the ball, with safeties Deron Cherry and Gary Barbaro, cornerback Albert Lewis, defensive end Art Still, wide receiver Carlos Carson, and center Jack Rudnay all earning numerous individual accolades.


With the Chiefs in the middle of the darkest period in franchise history, they relieved general manager Jim Schaff and team president Jack Steadman of their duties on December 8, 1988, although Steadman continued to serve the organization in one capacity or another until 2006. Meanwhile, Lamar Hunt filled both positions by naming former Philadelphia Eagles and USFL executive Carl Peterson the club’s new president, general manager, and chief executive officer on December 19. After firing Frank Gansz as head coach some two weeks later, Peterson turned over control of the team to Marty Schottenheimer, who had spent the previous five seasons leading the Cleveland Browns to three division titles and two trips to the AFC Championship Game.


Continuing his success in Kansas City, Schottenheimer guided the Chiefs to six consecutive playoff appearances and an overall record of 64-32 from 1990 to 1995. Particularly outstanding in 1993 and 1995, the Chiefs posted a regular-season mark of 11-5 in the first of those campaigns, before defeating Pittsburgh and Houston in the first two rounds of the playoffs. However, they subsequently suffered a 30-13 defeat at the hands of the Buffalo Bills in the AFC Championship Game. Even more dominant during the 1995 regular season, the Chiefs finished 13-3, although they ended up losing to the Indianapolis Colts by a score of 10-7 in the divisional round of the postseason tournament.


After failing to make the playoffs in 1996, the Chiefs captured their third division title under Schottenheimer the following year, finishing the regular season with an AFC-best record of 13-3. But once again, they failed to advance beyond the opening round of the postseason tournament, this time losing to the Denver Broncos by a score of 14-10. A disappointing 7-9 finish in 1998 prompted Schottenheimer to surrender his post, leaving him with a total of 101 victories as Chiefs head coach that represents the second-highest figure in franchise history. And, during his 10-year stay in Kansas City, Schottenheimer helped oversee the development of two of the greatest defensive players in franchise history, with defensive end Neil Smith and linebacker Derrick Thomas both emerging as stars at their respective positions under his watch.


Following Schottenheimer’s resignation, defensive coordinator Gunther Cunningham assumed control of the team for the next two seasons. But, unable to overcome the free-agent departure of Smith and the tragic death of Thomas following his involvement in an automobile accident, Cunningham guided the Chiefs to an overall record of just 16-16, before being handed his walking papers at the end of 2000.


Coaxed out of retirement by Lamar Hunt, former Philadelphia Eagles and St. Louis Rams head coach Dick Vermeil replaced Cunningham at the helm prior to the start of the 2001 campaign, with his arrival triggering something of a resurgence in Kansas City over the course of the next five seasons. After failing to make the playoffs in either 2001 or 2002, the Chiefs finished 13-3 under Vermeil in 2003, winning in the process their eighth division title. However, they subsequently came up short against Indianapolis in the divisional round of the postseason tournament, losing to Peyton Manning and the Colts by a score of 38-31. Vermeil remained in Kansas City for two more years, leading the Chiefs to one more winning season, before retiring for good following the conclusion of the 2005 campaign. Compiling an overall record of 44-36 under Vermeil, the Chiefs consistently fielded one of the NFL’s most potent offenses during his five-year coaching stint, with tight end Tony Gonzalez, running backs Priest Holmes and Larry Johnson, and Hall of Fame guard Will Shields all excelling on that side of the ball.


Following Vermeil’s departure, former New York Jets head coach Herman Edwards assumed the mantle of leadership in Kansas City, guiding the Chiefs to a 9-7 record and a spot in the playoffs his first year in charge. Nevertheless, the season proved to be a difficult one for the organization since Lamar Hunt passed away on December 13, 2006, due to complications brought on by a 10-year battle with prostate cancer. Remembered with moments of silence before each remaining home game, Hunt willed ownership of the team to his four children, with his oldest son, Clark, taking on the roles of CEO and chairman of the board.


Hunt’s passing also caused a ripple effect within the organization, with Carl Peterson handing in his resignation two years later. Denny Thum subsequently served as interim general manager until January 13, 2009, when the Chiefs named New England Patriots executive Scott Pioli their new GM. Pioli remained in that post until January 2013, when the team replaced him with John Dorsey following the hiring of Andy Reid as head coach.


Meanwhile, after making the playoffs as a wild card in 2006, the Chiefs experienced very little success under Herm Edwards the next two seasons, compiling an overall record of just 6-26. Relieving Edwards of his duties following the conclusion of the 2008 campaign, the Chiefs hired former Arizona Cardinals offensive coordinator Todd Haley as his successor. However, after leading the Chiefs to the division title in 2010, Haley lost his job the following year, with team ownership replacing him with defensive coordinator Romeo Crennel during the latter stages of the campaign. Crennel subsequently led the Chiefs to just two wins in 2012, before both he and general manager Scott Pioli received their walking papers at season’s end. After replacing Crennel with former Philadelphia Eagles head coach Andy Reid, the Chiefs hired longtime Green Bay Packers front office executive John Dorsey to be their new GM. Dorsey remained in that post until 2016, when the team promoted co-director of player personnel Brett Veach to general manager.


Reid, who previously led the Eagles to six division titles and one NFC Championship in his 14 years in Philadelphia, has vastly improved the fortunes of the Chiefs since arriving in Kansas City in 2013. After the Chiefs advanced to the playoffs as a wild card in both 2013 and 2015, they won the AFC West title three straight times from 2016 to 2018, with brilliant young quarterback Patrick Mahomes earning league MVP honors in the last of those campaigns. However, the Chiefs ultimately came up short in the postseason each year, suffering three consecutive heartbreaking playoff defeats, losing to Pittsburgh, Tennessee, and New England by a combined margin of nine points, with their 37-31 overtime loss to the Patriots in the 2018 AFC Championship Game proving to be particularly disheartening. But, displaying tremendous resolve, the Chiefs rebounded in 2019 to capture their fourth straight division title, after which they won the AFC Championship by recording come-from-behind victories over Houston and Tennessee in the playoffs, defeating the Texans by a score of 51-31, before outscoring the Titans, 35-24. Returning to the Super Bowl for the first time in 50 years, the Chiefs punctuated their memorable playoff run by recording a 31-20 victory over the San Francisco 49ers in Super Bowl LIV, scoring 21 unanswered points in the game’s final seven minutes.


With a solid defense and a powerful offense led by Mahomes, All-Pro tight end Travis Kelce, and speedy wide receiver Tyreek Hill, the Chiefs figure to be perennial contenders for conference championship honors in the years ahead. Their next AFC title will be their second. They have also won 13 division titles, three AFL Championships, and two Super Bowls. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the Chiefs have inducted 44 players into their Hall of Fame and 19 players into their Ring of Honor, nine of whom have had their numbers retired by the team. Meanwhile, 18 members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season in Kansas City, with 13 of those men wearing a Chiefs 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 Kansas City Chiefs presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I still needed to devise a method of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Derrick Thomas, Tony Gonzalez, Willie Lanier, Bobby Bell, Len Dawson, and Will Shields would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Chiefs uniform, with Buck Buchanan, Otis Taylor, Deron Cherry, Albert Lewis, and Neil Smith heading the list of other Chiefs 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 linebackers such as Derrick Thomas and Justin Houston and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs such as Johnny Robinson and Emmitt Thomas? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout lineman Will Shields and skill position players such as Priest Holmes and Travis Kelce? 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 Chiefs. 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 Chiefs 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 Chiefs kept their own records prior to that). In addition, when examining the statistics compiled by offensive players, the era during which a quarterback, running back, or wide receiver competed must be factored into the equation.


To illustrate my last point, rules changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably over the course of the last two decades. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the numbers Alex Smith and Patrick Mahomes have compiled during their careers in their proper context when comparing them to earlier Chiefs quarterbacks such as Len Dawson. Similarly, the statistics posted by Dwayne Bowe and Tyreek Hill must be viewed in moderation when comparing them to previous Chiefs wideouts Otis Taylor and Carlos Carson.


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 Kansas City, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the Chiefs 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 Kansas City happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Art Still and Gary Barbaro will appear in these rankings.


One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Chiefs when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of Hall of Fame players such as Curley Culp and Willie Roaf, both of whom had many of their finest seasons for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of fellow Hall of Famers Mike Webster and Warren Moon 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 Chiefs history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.




1

—DERRICK THOMAS—


Despite the greatness of Bobby Bell, Willie Lanier, and Will Shields, the choice for the number-one spot in these rankings ultimately came down to either Derrick Thomas or Tony Gonzalez. A strong argument could certainly be made on behalf of Gonzalez, who recorded more receptions and amassed more receiving yards than any other tight end in NFL history. Gonzalez’s other qualifications include 10 Pro Bowl appearances, nine All-Pro nominations, five All-AFC selections, and two division championships. But Thomas also boasts an extremely impressive list of credentials that includes nine trips to the Pro Bowl, five All-Pro nominations, and eight All-Conference selections. Furthermore, Thomas recorded more sacks, forced more fumbles, and recovered more loose balls than anyone else in franchise history, with his dominant play helping the Chiefs win three division titles. With so little separating the two men, the deciding factor ended up being the greater overall impact that Thomas tended to have on the outcome of games, as longtime Chiefs president Carl Peterson noted when he said, “In the time I’ve been in this business, there have been three defensive players who could change the course of a game—Lawrence Taylor, Bruce Smith, and Derrick.”


Capable of taking over a game all by himself, Thomas brought down opposing quarterbacks behind the line of scrimmage at least three times in one contest on 10 separate occasions, with his seven sacks against Seattle on November 11, 1990, representing a single-game NFL record. Leading the Chiefs in that category seven times, Thomas registered a total of 126½ sacks over the course of his career—a figure that places him well ahead of any other player in team annals. Strong against the run as well, Thomas forced 45 fumbles and recovered 19 others, with his brilliant all-around play earning him team MVP honors twice, a spot on the NFL 1990s All-Decade Team, and a place in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


Born in Miami, Florida, on January 1, 1967, Derrick Vincent Thomas lost his father at the age of 5, with Air Force Captain and B-52 pilot Robert James Thomas losing his life during a mission in the Vietnam War. Raised by his mother and her parents, young Derrick grew up in the lower-class Miami neighborhood of Perrine, where he excelled at running back in junior high school but proved to be far less successful in the classroom, with Miriam Williams, a teacher who eventually took him under her wing, recalling, “He had very poor attendance and very, very poor classroom performance. He had a terrible temper, and he was always in trouble.”
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Derrick Thomas recorded more sacks and forced more fumbles than any other player in franchise history.


Courtesy of MearsonlineAuctions.com




Associating himself with a group of teenage boys from a nearby housing project that stole cars, burglarized homes, and engaged in gang warfare, Thomas ended up spending 31 days at a juvenile detention center, after which the presiding judge sent him to the Dade Marine Institute, a state-run school for troubled youths. Although deeply disappointed that the judge’s decision made it impossible for him to play football as a sophomore in high school, Thomas benefited greatly from the verdict, stating years later, “It was the first time something I really wanted to do was taken away from me, and, to get it back, I had to apply myself.”


Thomas’s grandmother, Annie Adams, added, “Once we got him away from the wrong crowd, I knew he wouldn’t get into any more trouble.”


Finding a new purpose in life, Thomas completed the six-month program in less than four months, became a certified scuba diver, and learned to drive a boat, before enrolling at South Miami High School, where he spent the next three years starring on the gridiron at tight end, running back, and linebacker. Displaying a greater level of maturity off the playing field, Thomas chose not to revert to his old ways, recalling, “I ran into a conflict of interest. I ended up becoming friends with the people I used to fight, and I essentially made peace between the two sides.”


Subsequently offered a scholarship to the University of Alabama, Thomas performed magnificently for the Crimson Tide after replacing future NFL star Cornelius Bennett at outside linebacker as a junior, recording a total of 45 sacks over the course of the next two seasons, with his NCAA record 27 sacks in his senior year earning him All-America honors and the Butkus Award, presented annually to the nation’s top linebacker.


Leaving a lasting impression on the quarterbacks he faced in college, Thomas drew high praise from former Mississippi signal-caller Mark Young, who stated, “He could do whatever he wanted to do, and we couldn’t block him. I hate to say that with my buddies on the front line, but he was just that dominant. I remember one time he drilled me in the back. . . . He just drilled me. He had such power, but he was just an incredible athlete. His speed, his quickness, and then his power. And his ability to cover. Out of all the guys I played against—unbelievable, unbelievable defensive guys—Derrick Thomas is number one of all time for me.”


Former Texas A&M quarterback Lance Pavlas also spoke highly of Thomas, saying, “I think he was kind of the prototype. He was kind of the cutting edge of what the outside linebacker was becoming. He was a tremendous athlete, great quickness. He had a unique agility that you saw only on offensive players.”


While at Alabama, Thomas, who majored in criminal justice, also began to inquire about his father and the war that caused his death, causing him to ultimately take an extremely dim view of the struggle in Vietnam. Thomas later turned in many of his finest performances as a pro on the week that coincided with Veterans Day, saying, “I always think of my dad when I see the military planes. It makes me feel sad that I had to grow up without him. But I guess it also gets my adrenaline going. I dedicate the game to him, and I want to do my best for him.”



Selected by the Chiefs with the fourth overall pick of the 1989 NFL Draft, Thomas established himself as a force on defense his first year in the league, earning Pro Bowl, First-Team All-AFC, and NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year honors by recording 10 sacks and 75 tackles. Performing even better the following year, Thomas led the NFL with 20 sacks and six forced fumbles, with his stellar play gaining him Pro Bowl recognition for the second of nine straight times and the first of his five All-Pro nominations. Continuing to perform at an elite level from 1991 to 1998, Thomas brought down opposing quarterbacks behind the line of scrimmage at least 10 times in five of those eight seasons, recording as many as 14½ sacks in 1992, when he also led the league with eight forced fumbles.


Known for his blinding first step, tremendous speed off the edge, and patented “strip-sack” maneuver that he borrowed from his hero, Lawrence Taylor, the 6'3", 243-pound Thomas, according to Chargers running backs coach and former Alabama linebackers coach Sylvester Croom, “rushed the passer just like a great dribbler in basketball.” Croom then went on to liken Thomas’s best move to the crossover dribble, saying that he lined up in a three-point stance, took two quick steps to the outside, and then cut back to the middle, forcing his blocker to eventually commit himself to an outside stance, which enabled Thomas to blow past him to the inside.


In discussing the skill set of the man who eventually succeeded him as the NFL’s premier pass-rusher, Lawrence Taylor once said of Thomas, “Derrick is a great linebacker. He is a game-breaker, the guy an opposing quarterback always has to be aware of. He’s going to be considered one of the best when his playing days are over.”


Hall of Fame quarterback John Elway stated, “Derrick was a player that could dominate a game. His explosive talents were so great that he could dictate to an offense’s pass and run-blocking schemes as well as the plays that were called.”


Former Chiefs head coach and defensive coordinator Gunther Cunningham expressed similar sentiments when he said, “Derrick was one of those rare players—there aren’t many—that an offense has to be aware of every time the ball is snapped.”


Cunningham added, “Athletically, he simply overmatched just about every guy he went against. He had the quickness to get around you and the strength to overpower you. That combination is hard to find.”


Meanwhile, former Chiefs defensive lineman Dan Williams stated, “Without question, when Derrick is at the top of his game, he is one of the most dominating forces in football.”




Although Thomas built his reputation primarily on his ability to apply pressure to opposing quarterbacks, he proved to be much more than just an excellent edge-rusher, doing an outstanding job of defending against the run as well, after struggling somewhat in that aspect of the game during the early stages of his career. Benched in the final minutes of the Chiefs’ 30-13 loss to the Bills in the 1993 AFC title game due to Buffalo’s heavy dependence on the run, Thomas subsequently vowed to become a more complete player, later saying, “It strengthened me as a person. I decided I’d never give another coach the opportunity to make me feel like I felt that day.”


Suggesting that Thomas made good on his promise, head coach Marty Schottenheimer stated at the end of 1995, “Derrick has become a well-rounded linebacker. People think you can run the ball on Derrick, but you can’t. I don’t think there’s a tight end in this league who can block him.”


Supporting Schottenheimer’s contention years later, Carl Peterson said of Thomas, “The guy had almost 800 tackles in his 11 years. For an outside linebacker, that’s extraordinary. He had such quickness that he would force you to the sideline. If you ran away from him, he would chase you down from behind. A lot of those 45 fumbles caused, an extraordinary number, were the result of him coming up from behind the ball carrier and knocking the ball out.”


Thomas also helped to reenergize the Chiefs with his dominant play and effervescent personality, breathing new life into a dormant franchise that had earned just one playoff berth in the 17 seasons preceding his arrival in Kansas City. Leading the team to seven playoff appearances and three division titles from 1990 to 1997, Thomas helped transform a lethargic fan base into one of the league’s most passionate, with a perennially sold-out Arrowhead Stadium gaining a reputation as one of the loudest, most raucous venues in the NFL. Thomas further contributed to the Chiefs and the city of Kansas City by brightening the lives of others through his charitable efforts that included the Derrick Thomas Third and Long Foundation, which aimed at “sacking literacy” and improving the lives of young children who grew up in the inner city.


After failing to gain Pro Bowl recognition for the first time in his career the previous season, Thomas turned in a slightly subpar performance in 1999, concluding the campaign with just seven sacks, which represented the lowest total of his career. Nevertheless, Thomas recorded a total of 116½ sacks from 1990 to 1999, giving him more sacks than any other player in the league during that 10-year period.


Unfortunately, Thomas never appeared in another game with the Chiefs. On January 23, 2000, while driving to Kansas City International Airport during a snowstorm, Thomas suffered serious injuries when his vehicle skidded off Interstate 435, throwing him and one of his two passengers from the car. Police reports indicated that Thomas had continued to weave erratically through traffic at a speed approaching 70 m.p.h. despite the inclement weather, with the accident claiming the life of one of his passengers. While the other passenger escaped unscathed, Thomas’s injuries left him paralyzed from the chest down.


Some two weeks later, on the morning of February 8, 2000, Thomas died while being prepared for physical therapy at Miami’s Jackson Memorial Hospital. Turning to his mother while being transferred from his hospital bed to a wheelchair, Thomas said, “Mom, I don’t feel good.” According to Dr. Frank Eismont, Thomas’s eyes then rolled back, and he went into cardio-respiratory arrest, dying instantly of a pulmonary embolism, a massive blood clot that developed in his legs and traveled to his lungs. Thomas passed away at only 33 years of age.


Recalling the last time he saw Thomas, Chiefs president Carl Peterson, who visited him in the hospital just a few days earlier, said, “He was upbeat, he was positive, he was Derrick. . . . He was in a wheelchair. . . . I said, ‘Son, you’re mobile.’ He said, ‘Father, I am. I’ve got wheels.’”


Peterson added, “He has done so much for this team and our city during the time that he had with us. He had so much love for the game, for his teammates, and for our town. . . . A light has gone out.”


The Chiefs subsequently paid tribute to Thomas by holding a viewing of his open casket on the field of his greatest triumphs. Expressing his love for his former protégé, Gunther Cunningham, one of the more than 23,000 people in attendance, later said, “I felt like I’d lost a son.”


Posthumously inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2009, Thomas later received the additional honor of having his #58 retired by the Chiefs, who did so during a special ceremony held prior to their December 6, 2009, meeting with the Denver Broncos.



CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




Best Season


Thomas performed exceptionally well for the Chiefs in both 1991 and 1992, gaining First-Team All-Pro and Kansas City Committee of 101 AFC Defensive Player of the Year recognition in the first of those campaigns by recording 13½ sacks and a career-high 79 tackles, forcing four fumbles, and recovering four others, before registering 14½ sacks and a league-leading eight forced fumbles the following year. However, Thomas had the most dominant season of his career in 1990, earning consensus First-Team All-Pro honors by leading the NFL with 20 sacks and six forced fumbles, while also making 63 tackles, deflecting five passes, and registering 35 quarterback pressures.


Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances


Thomas proved to be a huge factor in just his second game as a pro, recording the first 2½ sacks of his career during a 24-19 win over the Los Angeles Raiders on September 17, 1989.


Although the Chiefs lost to the Colts by a score of 23-19 on October 7, 1990, Thomas sacked Indianapolis quarterback Jack Trudeau three times during the contest.


Thomas once again starred in defeat on November 11, 1990, recording a franchise-record seven sacks of Dave Krieg during a 17-16 loss to the Seattle Seahawks. Following the conclusion of the contest, Seahawks offensive tackle Andy Heck said of his opponent, “He has outstanding quickness. If he gets an edge on you, he’s going to blow right past you.”


Thomas contributed to a convincing 33-6 victory over the previously undefeated Buffalo Bills on October 7, 1991, by sacking Jim Kelly four times.


Thomas led the Chiefs to a 27-20 victory over the Los Angeles Rams on November 10, 1991, by recording a sack and scoring the game-winning touchdown in the fourth quarter on a 23-yard fumble return.


Thomas turned in another outstanding performance the following week, sacking John Elway three times during a 23-20 loss to the Denver Broncos.


Thomas once again got to the opposing quarterback three times during a 24-17 win over the Philadelphia Eagles on October 11, 1992, with his victim this time being Randall Cunningham.


Thomas led the Chiefs to a 16-14 victory over the San Diego Chargers on November 8, 1992, recording four of the six sacks they registered against quarterback Stan Humphries.


Thomas proved to be the dominant figure in a 42-20 win over Denver in the 1992 regular-season finale, sacking John Elway three times and recovering a fumble in the end zone for a touchdown.




Thomas contributed to a 24-9 victory over the Los Angeles Raiders on October 3, 1993, by sacking quarterback Vince Evans twice, blocking a kick, and forcing a fumble.


Thomas turned in another outstanding all-around effort on November 8, 1993, recording two sacks of Brett Favre and forcing two fumbles during a 23-16 win over the Packers, with teammate Dan Saleaumua returning one of his forced fumbles 16 yards for a touchdown.


Thomas scored the third touchdown of his career during a 31-16 win over the Seattle Seahawks on December 5, 1993, when he returned a fumble 86 yards for a TD.


Thomas served as the driving force behind a 24-17 victory over the 49ers on September 11, 1994, recording three sacks of Steve Young, one of which resulted in a safety.


Thomas registered another three sacks, recorded seven solo tackles, forced a fumble, and recorded a safety during a 29-7 win over the San Diego Chargers on December 14, 1997.


Thomas helped the Chiefs begin the 1998 campaign on a positive note by recording 6 of the 10 sacks they registered against Jeff George during a 28-8 victory over the Raiders in the regular-season opener, with one of his sacks resulting in a safety. In addressing Thomas’s performance following the conclusion of the contest, George said, “He was on his game today, no question about that; He’s a Hall of Famer.”


Thomas starred against the Raiders once again in the final game of the 1998 regular season, recording two sacks and recovering a fumble, which he returned 44 yards for a touchdown.


Thomas turned in an outstanding all-around effort during a 34-0 blowout of the Chargers on October 31, 1999, recording a sack, five solo tackles, two of which resulted in a loss, and the only interception of his career, which he returned 20 yards.


Notable Achievements



	•Scored four defensive touchdowns.

	•Finished in double digits in sacks seven times.

	•Led NFL with 20 sacks in 1990.

	•Led NFL in forced fumbles twice.

	•Finished second in NFL in fumble recoveries once and fumble-return yards once.

	•Led Chiefs in sacks seven times.
	•Holds Chiefs career records for most sacks (126.5), forced fumbles (41), fumble recoveries (19), and safeties (3).

	•Ranks seventh in franchise history with 642 career tackles.

	•Holds NFL single-game record for most sacks—seven vs. Seattle on Nov. 11, 1990.

	•Three-time division champion (1993, 1995, and 1997).

	•Eight-time AFC Defensive Player of the Week.

	•Two-time AFC Defensive Player of the Month.

	•Member of 1989 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	•1989 NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year.

	•1993 NFL Walter Payton Man of the Year.

	•Two-time Chiefs MVP (1991 and 1994).

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

	•Two-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1990 and 1991).

	•Three-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1993, 1994, and 1996).

	•Seven-time First-Team All-Conference selection (1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, and 1996).

	•1995 Second-Team All-Conference selection.

	•Pro Football Reference All-1990s First Team.

	•NFL 1990s All-Decade Team.

	•#58 retired by Chiefs.

	•Inducted into Kansas City Chiefs Hall of Fame in 2001.

	•Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2009.
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—TONY GONZALEZ—


Having fallen just short of earning the top spot on this list, Tony Gonzalez lays claim to the number-two position, edging out Bobby Bell and Willie Lanier for that distinction. The holder of virtually every Chiefs pass-receiving record, Gonzalez is considered by many football historians to be the greatest tight end ever to play the game. Surpassing 70 receptions nine times and 1,000 receiving yards four times as a member of the team, Gonzalez recorded more receptions, receiving yards, yards from scrimmage, and TD catches than anyone else in franchise history during his 12-year stay in Kansas City—a period during which he missed a total of just two games. Also ranking among the NFL’s all-time leaders in each of those categories, Gonzalez, in addition to his 10 trips to the Pro Bowl, nine All-Pro nominations, and five All-AFC selections, earned spots on the NFL 2000s All-Decade Team and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, a number 45 ranking on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, and a place in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


Born to a father of Jamaican and Scottish descent and a mother of African American, Euro-American, Mexican American, and Native American ancestry in Torrance, California, on February 27, 1976, Anthony David Gonzalez grew up some 30 miles southeast, in the city of Huntington Beach, where his mother raised him by herself, working two jobs to support him and his older brother, Chris. After previously displaying little interest in sports, Gonzalez agreed to participate in Pop Warner football at the urging of his brother in the fall of 1987, recalling years later, “I was awful at football when I was a little kid. I didn’t have the aggressiveness. I was just a nice kid. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”


With Gonzalez’s lack of aggressiveness hampering him in other aspects of his life as well, he spent the entire eighth grade being abused by a school bully, until he finally stood up to his tormentor. His confidence buoyed by his newfound courage, Gonzalez ended up lettering in football and basketball at Huntington Beach High School, starring on the gridiron at tight end and middle linebacker, while also excelling at center on the hardwood, where he earned All-USA Honorable Mention honors from USA Today as a junior by averaging 17.1 points and 9.1 rebounds per contest. Equally proficient on the gridiron, Gonzalez gained First-Team All-America recognition at both tight end and linebacker in his senior year, with his 62 receptions, 945 receiving yards, and 13 touchdowns making him one of the state’s most productive offensive players.


Recruited by several colleges to play both basketball and football, Gonzalez ultimately chose to attend the University of California at Berkeley, where he continued to compete in both sports, before finally electing to pursue a career in football after he earned All-Pac-10 and All-America honors as a junior by making 46 receptions for 699 yards and five touchdowns. Deciding to forgo his final year of college eligibility, Gonzalez declared himself eligible for the 1997 NFL Draft, where the Chiefs selected him with the 13th overall pick after trading up five spots in the first round.


Gonzalez subsequently experienced a moderate amount of success his first year in the league, earning a spot on the NFL All-Rookie Team by catching 33 passes for 368 yards and two touchdowns, while also contributing on special teams. Improving upon those numbers the following year, Gonzalez caught two TD passes and finished second on the Chiefs with 59 receptions and 621 receiving yards, before beginning an extraordinary 10-year run during which he established himself as the top receiving tight end in all of football. Here are the numbers he compiled over the course of those 10 seasons:





	YEAR
	RECEPTIONS
	RECEIVING YARDS
	TD RECEPTIONS





	1999
	76
	849
	11



	2000
	93
	1,203
	9



	2001
	73
	917
	6



	2002
	63
	773
	7



	2003
	71
	916
	10



	2004
	102
	1,258
	7



	2005
	78
	905
	2



	2006
	73
	900
	5



	2007
	99
	1,172
	5



	2008
	96
	1,058
	10







* Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the NFL in that statistical category that year.
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Tony Gonzalez holds NFL records for most receptions and receiving yards by a tight end.


Courtesy of Eduardo Molina


Gonzalez’s league-leading 102 receptions in 2004 established a new single-season NFL record for tight ends (since broken), with his 1,258 receiving yards also leaving him just 32 yards short of Kellen Winslow’s then single-season NFL mark for players who manned that position. In addition to earning Pro Bowl honors in each of those 10 seasons, Gonzalez gained All-Pro recognition nine times, failing to do so only in 2005. Missing just two games over that 10-year stretch, Gonzalez at one point started 120 consecutive contests, setting in the process another league record for tight ends. Meanwhile, Gonzalez’s 1,058 receiving yards in 2008 made him the first player at his position to surpass the magical 1,000-yard mark on four separate occasions.




Blessed with good size and speed, Gonzalez, who stood 6'5", weighed close to 250 pounds, and possessed a 36-inch vertical leap, helped to revolutionize the position of tight end by lining up all over the field, thereby forcing mismatches with slower linebackers or smaller defensive backs. In discussing the uniqueness of his game, Gonzalez said, “What made me so different is they would use me all over the place instead of the traditional tight end where you’re taking off right next to the left tackle or right tackle. They would split me out wide and put everybody on the other side and throw me jump balls, they’d throw slants. They’d put me one on one, and it was all about matchups. No one had really done that before.”


Acknowledging that Gonzalez represented a new breed of tight end in the NFL, Hall of Famer Ozzie Newsome stated during the relatively early stages of his career, “He’s really something special. He can do so many different things that he’s really revolutionizing the position. . . . Tony is the guy who can carry the torch for the next generation of tight ends.”


Chiefs assistant coach Jimmy Raye added, “Tony is big and athletic, and, if he stays healthy, he could become the standard by which tight ends are judged.”


Hall of Fame tight end Kellen Winslow also had high praise for Gonzalez, saying, “When I see Tony, I see myself out there. He is an athlete playing football. I think he can put up numbers that won’t be reached for a while.”


Often using his basketball skills to his advantage on the football field, Gonzalez employed excellent footwork and did an outstanding job of shielding defenders from the ball, much as he would do if he were boxing them out for a rebound, with San Diego Chargers defensive coordinator Joe Pascale commenting, “He has the speed to run away from a defender, the size to shield him from the ball, and he can make the tough catch.”


Pro Bowl linebacker Chad Brown also suggested that Gonzalez made good use of his size and athleticism, stating, “He’s bigger and he’s faster, and he can out-jump me.”


Although Gonzalez served the Chiefs primarily as a receiver his first few years in the league, he gradually developed into a solid blocker as well, with tight ends coach Jim Erkenbeck saying of his protégé, “He’s the total deal. He can catch the ball and do all the things on offense, but he loves to block.”


Emphasizing that Gonzalez contributed greatly to the success the Chiefs experienced on the ground during his time in Kansas City, former GM Carl Peterson said, “We had three or four 1,000-yard rushers for five, six years, and he was a big part of that because he could position just anybody with his athleticism and seal people off. But he wanted to do that. He wanted to be the best on every snap.”


Gonzalez’s talent, versatility, dedication, and intelligence made him a huge contributor to the Chiefs in many ways, with head coach Dick Vermeil stating, “Tony Gonzalez can make a difference in a football team. Anytime you get a player like that, it makes you better right away.”


Meanwhile, Chiefs All-Pro running back Priest Holmes noted, “Tight end never used to be a glamour position until Tony came along. Now, you’ve got kids growing up asking to play tight end because it’s all about getting the pigskin.”


After Gonzalez earned his 10th consecutive trip to the Pro Bowl in 2008, his desire to play for a winning team prompted him to ask the Chiefs for a trade. Granting his request, the Chiefs, who had posted a total of just six victories over the course of the previous two seasons, dealt him to the Atlanta Falcons for a second-round pick in the 2009 NFL Draft. Gonzalez left Kansas City with career totals of 916 receptions, 10,940 receiving yards, and 76 touchdown catches, with each of those figures representing an NFL record for tight ends at that time.


Gonzalez ended up spending five productive seasons in Atlanta, earning four more Pro Bowl nominations, with his 93 receptions, 930 receiving yards, and eight TD catches in 2012 also gaining him All-Pro recognition for the 10th and final time in his career. And, even though Gonzalez failed to attain his ultimate goal of playing in the Super Bowl, he helped the Falcons advance to the playoffs three times, with Atlanta making it as far as the NFC Championship Game in 2012. Announcing his retirement following the conclusion of the 2013 campaign, Gonzalez ended his playing career with 1,325 receptions, 15,127 receiving yards, and 111 touchdown receptions, with the first two figures remaining NFL records for tight ends.


After retiring as an active player, Gonzalez began a career in broadcasting, first serving as an analyst on CBS’s NFL pregame show, NFL Today, until the end of the 2016 season, when the FOX Network added him to its pregame show. Asked once if he ever considered coming out of retirement, Gonzalez laughed and said, “No, not even close. . . . My first year out, I had a couple teams call me, some really good teams, and even then, it was no.”


Honored by the Chiefs for his many contributions to the team by being inducted into their Hall of Fame in 2018, Gonzalez received the following words of praise from team chairman and CEO Clark Hunt, who said in a prepared statement: “Tony Gonzalez is the greatest tight end in the history of the National Football League and one of the greatest Chiefs of all time. In his 12 seasons in Kansas City, he revolutionized his position, and his record-breaking performances and commitment to the Kansas City community made him one of the most beloved players in the Chiefs Kingdom.”


Gonzalez received a similar endorsement from Carl Peterson when he entered the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2019, with the man who drafted him more than two decades earlier calling him the best tight end ever, saying, “I don’t know that I’ve seen one better. There have been some exceptional ones. There are a couple young guys [today]. There’s a guy in Kansas City right now [Travis Kelce] who’s certainly on his way to a Hall-of-Fame career if he continues. But Tony did it all. And what he couldn’t do well . . . if you want to say that . . . he learned how to do it.”


CHIEFS CAREER HIGHLIGHTS



Best Season


Gonzalez had several great seasons for the Chiefs, any of which could easily be identified as the finest of his career. Forced to choose just one, though, I ultimately settled on the 2004 campaign since, in addition to amassing a career-high 1,258 receiving yards, Gonzalez led the NFL with 102 pass receptions, which, at the time, set a new league record for tight ends.


Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances


Gonzalez made the first TD reception of his career during the second quarter of a 17-14 loss to the Miami Dolphins on October 5, 1997, when he hooked up with Elvis Grbac on a 21-yard scoring play.


Gonzalez scored what proved to be the game-winning touchdown of a 31-24 victory over the Raiders in the 1998 regular-season finale when he caught a 20-yard TD pass from Elvis Grbac with a little over six minutes left in the fourth quarter. He finished the contest with five receptions for 76 yards and that one touchdown.


Gonzalez went over 100 receiving yards for the first time in his career during a 23-22 victory over the Denver Broncos on September 24, 2000, finishing the game with 10 catches for 127 yards and one touchdown, which came on a 15-yard connection with Grbac.


Although the Chiefs lost to the Patriots by a score of 30-24 on December 4, 2000, Gonzalez had a big game, making 11 receptions for 147 yards and one touchdown.




Gonzalez contributed to a 48-30 victory over the Dolphins on September 29, 2002, by making seven receptions for 140 yards and three touch-downs, the longest of which covered 42 yards.


Gonzalez helped pace the Chiefs to a 45-35 win over the Colts on October 31, 2004, by making eight receptions for 125 yards and two touchdowns, which came on hookups of 21 and 14 yards with Trent Green.


Gonzalez starred during a 31-30 victory over the Raiders on Christmas Day 2004 which the Chiefs won on a 38-yard field goal by Lawrence Tynes with only 22 seconds left in regulation, finishing the game with 11 receptions for 124 yards and two TDs, the longest of which covered 26 yards.


Although the Chiefs closed out the 2004 campaign the following week with a 24-17 loss to the Chargers, Gonzalez made a single-game franchise-record 14 receptions for 144 yards.


Gonzalez helped lead the Chiefs to a 27-20 win over the Cincinnati Bengals on October 14, 2007, by making nine receptions for 102 yards and two touchdowns.


Gonzalez turned in an outstanding effort during a 25-20 loss to the Detroit Lions on December 23, 2007, finishing the game with 10 catches for 137 yards.


Gonzalez made three receptions for 47 yards and one touchdown during a 33-19 victory over the Denver Broncos on September 28, 2008, surpassing in the process Shannon Sharpe as the NFL’s all-time leader in receiving yards by a tight end.


Notable Achievements



	•Missed just two games in 12 seasons, at one point starting 120 consecutive contests.

	•Surpassed 70 receptions nine times, topping 90 receptions four times and 100 receptions once (102 in 2004).

	•Surpassed 1,000 receiving yards four times.

	•Made at least 10 touchdown receptions three times.

	•Led NFL with 102 receptions in 2004.

	•Led Chiefs in receptions eight times and receiving yards seven times.

	•Holds Chiefs single-game record for most receptions (14 vs. San Diego on January 2, 2005).

	•Holds Chiefs career records for most receptions (916), receiving yards (10,940), touchdown receptions (76), and yards from scrimmage (10,954).

	•Ranks among Chiefs career leaders with 76 touchdowns (2nd), 462 points scored (5th), and 10,954 all-purpose yards (3rd).

	•Holds NFL records for most receptions (1,325) and receiving yards (15,127) by a tight end.

	•Ranks among NFL career leaders with 1,325 receptions (3rd), 15,127 receiving yards (6th), and 111 touchdown receptions (8th).

	•Two-time division champion (1997 and 2003).

	•Member of 1997 NFL All-Rookie Team.

	•2008 Chiefs MVP.

	•10-time Pro Bowl selection (1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, and 2008).

	•Five-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1999, 2000, 2001, 2003, and 2008).

	•Four-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (2002, 2004, 2006, and 2007).

	•Five-time First-Team All-Conference selection (1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, and 2003).

	•Pro Football Reference All-2000s First Team.

	•NFL 2000s All-Decade Team.

	•Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	•Number 45 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	•Inducted into Kansas City Chiefs Hall of Fame in 2018.

	•Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2019.
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—BOBBY BELL—


Called “the best all-around football player I ever saw” by longtime team-mate Buck Buchanan, Bobby Bell spent his entire 12-year professional career in Kansas City, establishing himself during that time as one of the greatest outside linebackers in NFL history. Noted for his one-of-a-kind athleticism, Bell excelled in every aspect of the game, performing equally well against the run and the pass. Capable of tracking down opposing ball carriers, staying with the league’s swiftest running backs and wide receivers, and applying pressure to opposing quarterbacks via the blitz, Bell did everything the Chiefs asked of him from 1963 to 1974, even starring for them on special teams. Kansas City’s all-time leader in interception-return touchdowns and defensive touchdowns scored, Bell helped lead the Chiefs to three division titles, two AFL Championships, and one Super Bowl victory, earning in the process nine All-Star or Pro Bowl selections, eight All-League nominations, and one Defensive Player of the Year trophy. Named to the All-Time All-AFL First Team, the NFL 1970s All-Decade Team, and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, Bell has also been honored by having his #78 retired by the Chiefs, being included on the Sporting News’s and the NFL Network’s respective lists of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, and being inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


Born in Shelby, North Carolina, on June 17, 1940, Bobby Lee Bell Jr. grew up in the segregated South excelling in multiple sports. Starring in baseball, football, and basketball at Shelby’s all-black Cleveland High School, Bell, who later joked that “football was my third-best sport,” performed so well on the diamond that the Chicago White Sox offered him a minor league contract before he even graduated. Convinced by his father to continue his education, Bell instead accepted an athletic scholarship to the University of Minnesota, where he continued to excel on the gridiron.


After earning All-State honors as a quarterback in high school, Bell shifted to the defensive side of the ball in college, gaining All-America recognition twice for his exceptional play at tackle. Also named the winner of the 1962 Outland Trophy as the nation’s most outstanding interior lineman, Bell left a lasting impression on Minnesota head coach Murray Warmath, who described him as “the greatest lineman I have ever seen.”
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Many football historians consider Bobby Bell to be the finest all-around linebacker ever to play the game.


Courtesy of PristineAuction.com


After being selected by the Minnesota Vikings in the second round of the 1963 NFL Draft, with the 16th overall pick, Bell lasted until the seventh round of that year’s AFL Draft, with the Chiefs waiting until the 56th overall pick to claim him since they believed that he wished to remain in Minnesota. However, Bell surprised everyone by signing with the Chiefs and the less-established AFL. Reflecting back on his decision years later, Bell said, “I didn’t know anything about the Chiefs or Kansas City. I know that when Mr. Hunt picked me up at the airport, he didn’t
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Notable Achievements


	•Intercepted five passes in 1968.

	•Never missed a game in 12 seasons, appearing in 168 consecutive contests.

	•Recorded unofficial total of 40 quarterback sacks during career.

	•Holds Chiefs career records for most interception-return touchdowns (6) and most defensive touchdowns scored (8).

	•Ranks among Chiefs career leaders with 26 interceptions (10th) and 479 interception-return yards (10th).

	•Three-time division champion (1966, 1968, and 1971).

	•Two-time AFL champion (1966 and 1969).

	•Super Bowl IV champion.

	•Six-time AFL All-Star (1964, 1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, and 1969).

	•Three-time Pro Bowl selection (1970, 1971 and 1972).

	•Five-time First-Team All-AFL selection (1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, and 1969).

	•1964 Second-Team All-AFL selection.

	•1970 First-Team All-Pro selection.

	•1971 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	•Two-time First-Team All-Conference selection (1970 and 1971).

	•1969 PFWA NFL Defensive Player of the Year.

	•1969 Kansas City Committee of 101 AFC Defensive Player of the Year.

	•Pro Football Reference All-1960s Second Team.

	•NFL 1970s All-Decade Team.

	•AFL All-Time First Team.

	•Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	•Number 66 on the Sporting News’s 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	•Number 69 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	•#78 retired by Chiefs.

	•Inducted into Kansas City Chiefs Hall of Fame in 1980.

	•Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1983.
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