


  HEAD COACH


  The head coach who stirred the greatest fanfare in Denver Broncos history, the new boss who arrived with the most gusto, excitement, and anticipation, was not Mike Shanahan or Dan Reeves or even, given the bump from the social media era, Sean Payton.


  Nor were Floyd Little or John Elway the first of the franchise’s saviors. None other than Lou Saban was the first showstopper acquisition the Broncos ever had when he was given a 10-year contract—10 years!—for a robust $50,000 a year to become Denver’s general manager and head coach the day after the 1966 season ended, on December 19.


  More than 50 years later, the hated Raiders shocked the NFL landscape by giving Jon Gruden a 10-year contract to lure him out of the broadcast booth and onto the sidelines. Granted, Gruden’s 10-year deal was initially worth $100 million, not $500,000. Still, Saban was ahead of his time as one of the most hyped head coaches in the history of the NFL, never mind the Broncos.


  Some context is needed to explain the magnitude of the Saban hire. While the Broncos were perennial American Football League doormats through their first seven seasons, Saban had led the Buffalo Bills to back-to-back AFL titles in 1964 and 1965. The Bills behind Saban and future US senator Jack Kemp went 12-2 and 10-3-1 during the regular season of those title years.


  Saban was named AFL Coach of the Year both seasons.


  Previously, Saban was a huge winner as a player, too, playing both center and linebacker for the Cleveland Browns when they won All-America Football Conference championships in all four years he was registered with the team, from 1946 to 1949. Saban was nothing if not a champion.


  Saying there was nothing left to accomplish in professional football, Saban stunningly jumped from the Bills following his second AFL title to the University of Maryland in 1966. Ignoring the warning signs that Saban’s impetuous nature could lead to ill-fated decisions, Broncos owners Gerald and Allan Phipps lured the coach back to the AFL after the 1966 season.


  The Phipps brothers were tired of life in the AFL basement. Through their first seven seasons, from their AFL charter season of 1960 through 1966, the Broncos were 26-69-3. An average of 4-10 a year. In 1966, they were 4-10 again under Mac Speedie and interim coach Ray Malavasi.


  The brash, outspoken, taskmaster Saban was brought in to save the franchise.


  “The challenge of directing the Denver Broncos is the most stimulating assignment I have undertaken during the years I’ve been associated with football,” Saban was quoted as saying in the team’s 1967 media guide. “Our goals are twofold. We want to build a solid organization . . . and we want to win football games. The two go hand in hand. They can be accomplished.”


  Yes, but not by him. The Stormy Saban era was about to begin.


  He did get off to an encouraging start, quickly putting together a Who’s Who coaching staff that included Dick MacPherson, Stan Jones, and Sam Rutigliano. The burgeoning fan base was energized. Even though metropolitan Denver voters defeated a stadium bond issue, a group of civic leaders organized a fund-raising drive that eventually gifted $1.8 million to add a 16,000-seat upper deck and increase Bears Stadium’s capacity to 50,000.


  After the 1968 season, the venue was officially renamed Mile High Stadium. The Phipps brothers moved the team’s headquarters and practice facilities to the Adams County suburbs.


  The AFL and big brother NFL had agreed on a merger beginning in 1970. Spearheaded by the Saban hire, the Broncos were on their way to becoming a big-league franchise.


  And then in his first big player move, Saban traded away Broncos cornerback Willie Brown to the Oakland Raiders. Ugh. Brown had 9 interceptions with 140 return yards in his first full season of 1964 with the Broncos, second overall, but maybe his tape was too grainy for Saban to spot the Hall of Fame talent. Brown went on to play 12 seasons with the Raiders, finished his career with 54 interceptions—still ranked tied for 21st all-time—had a memorable 75-yard, pick-six off Fran Tarkenton to clinch Super Bowl XI, and was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his first year of eligibility in 1984.


  Saban made amends nearly two months later when in the first-ever NFL-AFL common draft he selected Floyd Little, the All-American running back from Syracuse, with his No. 6 overall selection. Little became one of only eight Hall of Famers who was selected in that 17-round, 1967 draft.


  But Saban seemingly tried too hard to make an impact, as before he coached his first game with the Broncos, he traded away nearly all the team’s previous stars and leaders, like Lionel Taylor, Austin “Goose” Gonsoulin, Jerry Sturm, and Abner Hayes.


  Saban did acquire such defensive stalwarts as Rich “Tombstone” Jackson and Dave Costa. Indeed, even during their initial 13 non-winning seasons to start their franchise history, the Broncos were never an embarrassment because they always had a physical, bring-it-every-down defense.


  But overall, Saban wasn’t the answer. In fact, in his first season as Denver’s head coach, the Broncos finished 3-11. One game worse than the team he inherited.


  And it never got much better. The Broncos followed with records of 5-9, 5-8-1, and 5-8-1 in 1970. The natives were getting restless. And then in the 1971 season-opener, the Broncos had the ball at their own 20 with 2 minutes remaining and the game tied 10–10 against the Miami Dolphins, who were at the beginning of their early-1970s dynasty. Saban called for three runs to run out the clock, and in the days where there was no overtime, took the 10–10 tie.


  Afterwards, Saban explained his strategy to the media by saying “Half a loaf is better than none.”


  That was it for Broncos fans. Saban was officially on borrowed time. Fans started littering the field with half loaves of bread, and Saban resigned under duress after losing at home to the Bengals in the ninth game of the season. The Broncos were 2-6-1 at the time, leaving Saban’s overall coaching record in Denver at 20-42-3. He served just four and a half years of that 10-year contract.


  The Phipps brothers got it right with their head coach the next year, though, when they hired John Ralston. He had made his mark at Stanford, beating Ohio State and then Michigan in back-to-back Rose Bowls with Heisman Trophy winner Jim Plunkett at quarterback in 1970.


  The Broncos went 5-9 in Ralston’s first season of 1972—the 13th out of 13 years without a winning record for the Denver franchise—but the skid was snapped in 1973 when behind veteran quarterback Charley Johnson and one more great season from Floyd Little, the Broncos finished 7-5-2.


  Ralston would post winning records in two of the next three seasons, but after going a franchise-best 9-5 in 1976, a player insurrection partly led to Ralston’s firing.


  Red Miller took over, and with the exception of a hiccup season here and there, the Broncos went on a 30-year run of perennial playoff contention.


  Denver’s head coaching stories were never dull. Miller had a successful four-year run that included the Broncos’ first Super Bowl appearance. Yet, he was let go after just his fourth season and replaced by the youngest coach in the NFL, Dan Reeves. Miller’s head coaching career ran into a bum-luck transition in ownership. The Phipps brothers sold the franchise to Edgar Kaiser Jr., an heir to a shipbuilding industrialist, for $29 million in February 1981.


  Kaiser wanted his own coach and wanted to make a splash. Reeves had had a very good, 12-year run as Broncos head coach that included six postseason and three Super Bowl appearances. But he was let go because Pat Bowlen, who bought the team from Kaiser in 1984, couldn’t wait to make Reeves’s top assistant, Mike Shanahan, his head coach.


  Shanahan turned down Bowlen’s initial offer to head his team in 1993 and moved on to San Francisco for two years, where he had a remarkable run as offensive coordinator while learning the 49ers Way that had been established by the legendary Bill Walsh, and carried on by George Seifert. Bowlen turned to defensive coordinator Wade Phillips instead as a two-year bridge from Reeves to Shanahan.


  Phillips was essentially a two-year interim. Though he posted respectable 9-7 and, with Elway injured much of the season, 7-9 records, Phillips was let go after the 1994 season when Bowlen finally was able to recruit Shanahan away from the 49ers after San Francisco pulverized the San Diego Chargers, 49–26, in Super Bowl XXIX.


  While the Broncos would later have another run of successful head coaches in John Fox and Gary Kubiak in the six-year run from 2011 to 2016, there were really only three candidates in the running to become the head coach for The Denver Broncos All-Time All-Stars.


  THE CANDIDATES


  Mike Shanahan


  Dan Reeves


  Red Miller


  DAN REEVES (1981–1992)


  Got to hand it to Kaiser: He made two franchise-uplifting decisions in his mere three years as the Broncos’ controlling owner. You know about how Kaiser snookered John Elway, the rookie quarterback, away from Baltimore Colts’ owner Bob Irsay in 1983. Two years prior, Kaiser made the untested, 37-year-old Reeves the NFL’s youngest head coach. While Red Miller didn’t deserve to be fired, Reeves was superb—even if he didn’t always get along with Elway and his young offensive coordinator, Shanahan.


  Reeves had seven 10-win seasons and a franchise-best five division titles during his 12 years as Broncos coach.


  The highlight, Reeves said at his Broncos Ring of Fame ceremony in 2014, was no surprise: the 1986 season that was capped by The Drive in Cleveland to win the AFC Championship Game in overtime.


  While Reeves received Broncos immortality with his pillar at Ring of Fame Plaza, located outside the famed South Stands at Empower Field at Mile High, he had been snubbed by the Pro Football Hall of Fame, although his candidacy for Canton seemed to gather testimonial momentum from voters following his death at age 77 on New Year’s Day, 2022.


  After a solid eight-year playing career as a halfback with the Dallas Cowboys from 1965 to 1972, Reeves became an assistant coach to Tom Landry in Dallas before Kaiser hired him to become head coach in 1981. Kaiser sold the franchise to Pat Bowlen in 1984, but Reeves stayed as head coach and lasted 12 years, posting a 110-73-1 record with three Super Bowl appearances.


  The year after he was fired from the Broncos following an 8-8 record, in 1992, Reeves immediately turned the 6-10 New York Giants he inherited into an 11-5 playoff team in 1993.


  He later turned around the moribund Atlanta Falcons, leading them to his fourth Super Bowl in 1998, when he lost to the John Elway–Mike Shanahan Broncos. Yes, Reeves went 0-4 in those Super Bowls, but so did Minnesota’s Bud Grant and Buffalo’s Marv Levy, who long ago were inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. And their four losing Super Bowls were with one team; Reeves performed the much more difficult task of taking two teams to Super Bowls.


  “Unfortunately, I’ve been on the bad side a lot of times, but I also know how great it is when you do get on the winning side,” Reeves said in 2019, when he was a coaching finalist for the Pro Football Hall of Fame, only to lose out to Jimmy Johnson and Bill Cowher. “Just to get there is unbelievable. The things you accomplish just to get in that game.”


  Reeves died from complications of dementia less than three weeks shy of his 78th birthday, and nearly 54 years to the day of the famed Ice Bowl. On December 31, 1967, at below-zero Lambeau Field, Reeves threw a 50-yard halfback option touch-down pass to Lance Rentzel to put the Dallas Cowboys up on the Green Bay Packers, 17–14, in the fourth quarter. Everyone knows how it ended, with Bart Starr’s quarterback sneak behind Jerry Kramer’s block with 13 seconds to go, giving the win to Green Bay.


  Still, that iconic moment for Reeves, plus his solid playing career and outstanding coaching career, warrants his bust to be bronzed in Canton, Ohio.


  “He was a great coach, I thought,” said Joe DeCamillis, special teams coordinator for the Los Angeles Rams and formerly of the Broncos, said about his father-in-law. “He got the most out of his players. And he cared about his players. He helped out so many of his players that nobody knew about.


  “But as good as he was as a coach, he was an even better father, grandfather, and husband. He always wanted to be around when our kids had something going on. One of the things he always said: ‘You can really tell the character of a person by how he treats people who can’t help him.’ That’s how he lived his life. He treated the cleanup people the same way he did Mr. Bowlen.”


  RED MILLER (1977–1980)


  Miller wasn’t the Broncos’ first winning coach. John Ralston was. But Miller was the first Broncos head coach to lead the franchise to the Super Bowl during the Orange Crush/Broncomania season of 1977. Miller was also the first to lead the Broncos to three straight postseason appearances and the first to not have a losing record. Yet he was fired after his fourth season by new owner Edgar Kaiser Jr., who had just bought the team from the Phipps brothers, Gerald and Allan. Kaiser wanted his own head coach, and hired Dan Reeves.


  Miller became the Broncos head coach in 1977 after Ralston was fired, either because 12 prominent players went to Phipps, urging his dismissal, or because the coach wouldn’t give up his GM duties.


  Before Ralston and Miller, the Broncos weren’t exactly a laughingstock—they had too many physical defenses in their infancy for that—but poor quarterback play was a big reason why the franchise didn’t have its first winning record until its 14th season of 1973. Charley Johnson wound up in the team’s Ring of Fame because of his one winning season at QB.


  Miller inherited a team that went 9-5 in 1976 and immediately instilled a firebrand type of leadership that helped produce one of the most iconic defenses in NFL history, when the Orange Crush, and its adoring fan base, captivated the nation. The offense was conservative—it played to its defense—but newly acquired veteran Craig Morton gave the Broncos a proven winner at quarterback.


  After losing to the Cowboys in Super Bowl XII, Miller’s Broncos went 10-6 and lost a playoff game in 1978 and 10-6 with another playoff loss in 1979. The team was getting a little long in the tooth in 1980, as such stalwarts as Morton, Haven Moses, Otis Armstrong, and Billy Thompson were near the end of their careers. Still, Miller had the Broncos battling to a competitive 8-8 record. Miller had enough equity built up with the Phipps brothers to survive one down year, but not with the new boss, Kaiser.


  For more than 35 years Miller was easily the most unappreciated coach in Broncos history. The team finally recognized him in 2017 when he was elected into the Ring of Fame. He died at 89 from complications of a stroke two months before the ceremony, with his widow Nan accepting the honor on Red’s behalf.


  MIKE SHANAHAN (1995–2008)


  Entering the 1997 season, the NFL wasn’t as balanced between conferences as it is now, and has been for more than two decades.


  The NFC had won 13 Super Bowls in a row entering 1997—by an average margin of nearly 21 points. The Broncos were sporting the largest tire tracks during that AFC rut, losing three Super Bowls by a combined 96 points.


  “That was actually an interesting development at that time: What do we have to do to beat the NFC?” Mike Shanahan said years later. “And what’s the difference between the NFC and AFC? Not only were we getting beat, we were getting beat pretty good.”


  Shanahan’s Broncos cut free from the NFC stranglehold by beating the conference at its own game. It was the running game featuring Terrell Davis and the zone-blocking scheme, with a little help from quarterback John Elway in the passing game, that pushed the Broncos over the top. It was the Broncos—not Jimmy Johnson’s Cowboys or Bill Parcells’s Giants or Washington’s Hogs—who were the more physical, pound-the-rock team.


  The Broncos steamrolled the heavily favored Green Bay Packers in Super Bowl XXXII, then cruised by Dan Reeves’s Atlanta Falcons to cap the 1998 season with a decisive win in Super Bowl XXXIII.


  The zone-running scheme lost its prominence during the Patriots’ 20-year dynastic run at the onset of the 21st century, but so many of Shanahan’s assistants have brought it back in vogue within the past five years, including his son Kyle, who’s had impressive success from 2019 to 2022 with the San Francisco 49ers.


  “It’s cool that it’s recognized,” Kyle Shanahan said of his dad’s impact on the back-in-vogue West Coast offense. “I was always biased growing up as his son, but it was always so different watching his offenses. I always remember [when he was] a coordinator going from when I was younger all the way to my freshman year in high school, when he was with San Francisco in ’94, it was always so impressive how good his offenses were. Then he came to Denver and did it as a head coach—that’s all I saw.


  “Even though I didn’t realize that’s what I was naturally studying, that’s how I see football. And it’s worked for so many different teams because it was different. I always knew how special his offense was, but it’s cool to see everyone else give him his due.”


  ALL-TIME ALL-STARS HEAD COACH


  Mike Shanahan was simply the most successful coach in Broncos history, with two Super Bowl titles, seven playoff seasons, and 146 wins (counting 8 in the postseason). He was elected into the Broncos Ring of Fame in 2020, and because of the COVID-19 pandemic that year, had his induction ceremony in 2021. He is on the short list of coaches up for Pro Football Hall of Fame consideration, although it will be interesting to see who gets the nod first—Shanahan or Reeves.


  But for The Denver Broncos All-Time All-Stars, there is little doubt the team’s head coach is the two-time Super Bowl winner, Mike Shanahan.
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  OTHERS


  John Fox (2011–2014)


  He only had four years as head coach, but it was a memorable term for many reasons. Fox’s first year as Broncos head coach was the magical season of Tim Tebow. And Fox was instrumental in making the Tebow year happen.


  In that 2011 season, Fox ordered a switch to the college offense for the passing-challenged Tebow, whose other quarterback strengths of power running, inspirational leadership, and an otherworldly will to win surfaced during a six-game winning streak that featured one unlikely comeback after another. Tebow also won a playoff game that year that not only shook the stadium rafters but the surrounding city balconies.


  Then Fox was instrumental in the recruitment of a seemingly broken-down free agent quarterback named Peyton Manning. Together, Fox and the recovering Manning posted regular-season records of 13-3, 13-3, and 12-4. In all Fox won four AFC West titles in his four years and guided the Broncos to the 2013-season Super Bowl. His 49-22 record makes him the winningest coach in Broncos history in terms of win percentage.


  Despite this tremendous success, Fox and general manager John Elway had an acrimonious split following the 2014 season. Fox was quickly hired by the Chicago Bears—his third team in six years without taking a year off. Tension between Elway and Fox began after a shocking 2012-season playoff defeat when Fox had Manning take a knee with 31 seconds remaining in regulation and the score tied, 35–35, against the Baltimore Ravens. Fox’s gut told him his team was too shell-shocked after the Ravens’ Joe Flacco heaved a 70-yard desperation pass to Jacoby Jones that was misjudged by safety Rahim Moore, who went for a game-tying touchdown. The Ravens won in overtime on a field goal by rookie Justin Tucker.


  The relationship between Elway and Fox was further strained after the Broncos’ record-setting offense was destroyed by Seattle’s Legion of Boom, 43–8, in Super Bowl XLVIII in New Jersey. Officially, Fox resigned. He was not fired, as the Broncos didn’t pay him any money from the final year of his contract. But let there be no doubt Fox left the Broncos in great shape.


  Gary Kubiak (2015–2016)


  Elway replaced Fox with his good friend and former QB backup, Gary Kubiak. And the decision to force a coaching change was justified when Kubiak led the Broncos to the Super Bowl 50 title in his first season of 2015. Kubiak did a masterful job juggling a fading Manning with up-and-coming Brock Osweiler at quarterback. Manning and Kubiak’s offense was not a good match; Manning had his worst statistical season in his one and only season with Kubiak, as he threw 9 touchdown passes against 17 interceptions during the 2015 season. But even with Osweiler coming in at midseason and playing well while posting a 5-2 record as a starter, Kubiak benched him in the second half of the regular-season finale against the San Diego Chargers and brought in Manning—to a thunderous ovation from the Broncos’ stadium crowd.


  Manning inspired a comeback, then stayed in as the starter through three postseason games. Denver’s third Super Bowl title was mostly credited to Von Miller and its stout defense, but Kubiak’s game management was near perfect, as the Broncos won 11 games by one score or less—including their first two postseason wins against Ben Roethlisberger’s Steelers and Tom Brady’s Patriots.


  The Broncos started 4-0 the next season behind little-known QB Trevor Siemian, who had replaced the retired Manning and free agent–departing Osweiler, but then Kubiak fell ill from a transient ischemic–like stroke—his second such incident as a head coach. The first was during the 2013 season while with the Houston Texans.


  With Kubiak struggling with his health the rest of the season, the Broncos slumped to a 9-7 finish, and Kubiak was forced to retire after the season for medical reasons.


  Kubiak was also an 11-year offensive coordinator under Mike Shanahan in Denver, a run that included Super Bowl wins to cap the 1997–1998 seasons. Between his stints as offensive coordinator and head coach, Kubiak was one of the greatest all-around coaches in Broncos history.





  QUARTERBACK


  There were two periods when Denver quarterbacks suffered: The first was after Elway. The second was after Peyton.


  John Elway wasn’t just a great quarterback during his Hall of Fame career from 1983 to 1998 with the Broncos. He went beyond stardom. His incredible rocket arm and innate scrambling ability broke the mold of the drop-back, pocket quarterback. Never before had a quarterback come out of college, as Elway did from Stanford following the 1982 season, with such enormous can’t-miss hype. Johnny U. was a ninth-round pick in 1955. Joe Montana was a third-round pick out of Notre Dame in 1979. Peyton Manning and Andrew Luck came later.


  Joe Namath had the hype, but largely because of his larger-than-life persona and then the record signing bonus he received out of Alabama with a team from New York in a still upstart league. A terrific passer, yes, but his bad knees prevented him from can’t-miss status, especially when his best years were not with the established NFL.


  Elway was the first of the one-and-onlys. His rookie year came at the height of a Denver newspaper war that was so competitive for a fresh angle with the city’s first megastar, one columnist resourcefully, if infamously, wrote about the candy he gave out on Halloween.


  Stats did not properly measure Elway’s prowess at the quarterback position. Two eyes did. It was the otherworldly dodge and scramble left, the plant into the pigeon-toed stance, and the throw deep across the far quadrant right to Vance Johnson or one of the Three Amigos that brought awe to those who had never before witnessed such remarkable feats of strength.


  It was the off-script style, and it was all those victories. Elway’s 148 regular-season wins dwarfed Peyton Manning’s runner-up Broncos’ QB win total of 45. Elway’s 14 postseason wins similarly stomped Manning’s next-best total of 5. Granted, the fact that Manning needed just four seasons—12 less than Elway—to finish second in Broncos history in wins and post-season wins was itself a remarkable achievement.


  But with Elway, the Broncos not only won more games than ever before, they won in exciting, final-minute fashion. He went out like John Wayne in most of the Duke’s movies—on top. After substantial regular-season and AFC playoff success during his first 14 seasons, Elway proved his few remaining doubters wrong by guiding the Broncos to back-to-back Super Bowl titles in his final two seasons of 1997 and 1998.


  Broncos owner Pat Bowlen waived the mandatory five-year waiting period and put Elway into the team’s Ring of Fame in 1999, a few months after he retired.


  The quarterbacks who followed Elway never measured up, no matter that they were pretty good in their own right.


  Brian Griese, Jake Plummer, Jay Cutler, and Kyle Orton all had their moments.


  Griese went to the Pro Bowl in his second year as a starter in 2000, throwing 19 touchdowns against just 4 interceptions while guiding the Broncos to an 11-5 record and a postseason appearance.


  He wasn’t Elway.


  Plummer was a swashbuckling quarterback from the Arizona Cardinals and Arizona State who went 9-2, 10-6, 13-3, and 7-4 in his four seasons with the Broncos.


  But there were no Super Bowl appearances, so he was no Elway.


  Cutler nearly resembled Elway in arm strength, but his sometimes surly personality clashed with new hot-shot and temperamental head coach Josh McDaniels. Cutler was traded away before his fourth season, and before getting a chance to realize his potential.


  It was Chicago where Cutler wound up in exchange for Orton, who threw for 3,802 yards and 21 touchdowns in his first season with the Broncos, but the team’s collapse following a 6-0 start dropped Denver out of the playoffs.


  Orton could sling it, but he couldn’t win like Elway.


  Which led to Tim Tebow, who seemingly had the intangibles to win like Elway, but couldn’t sling it. Elway was the Broncos’ first-year general manager when Tebow had his magical season of 2011, but the fire-breathing competitor from Florida wasn’t the boss’s kind of QB.


  Tebow was dumped for Peyton Manning prior to the 2012 season.


  And thus began the second magical era of Broncos quarterbacks. Cut loose by the Indianapolis Colts because of a neck injury that wasn’t repaired until a third surgery and insufferable months of rehab, Manning guided the Broncos to the most successful four-year stretch in franchise history, posting regular-season records of 13-3, 13-3, 12-4, and 12-4 (Brock Osweiler went 5-2 in the final seven games of the 2015 season). The Broncos had the best record in the AFC all four years of the Manning era, so the fact they reached the Super Bowl only two of those four years meant there were two other postseason disappointments.


  Still, Manning was sublime in his ability to “throw open” his receivers. Elway would see an open receiver and gun it in before the defensive back could close. Manning released the ball as his receivers were breaking away from coverage, the sometimes wobbly sphere landing in their wide-open arms.


  Manning had the best single-season passing performance in NFL history during his second season with the Broncos in 2013, setting records with 55 touchdown passes, 5,477 passing yards, and 606 points (37.9 per game). Incredibly, those records still stand nine years later—even after the regular season expanded from 16 to 17 games in 2021.


  As Manning began to break down physically during his final season of 2015, at the age of 39, he had help from his backup Osweiler and a Denver defense that was one of the two best in franchise history (the 1977 Orange Crush shall never be forgotten). Still, after missing seven games with a heel injury, Manning came off the bench in the regular-season finale at Broncos Stadium to thunderous applause from the home crowd, and led the Broncos to a comeback victory against the Chargers, clinching once again the AFC’s No. 1 playoff seed.


  This time, Manning had just enough left for a postseason run and helped the Broncos defeat the Steelers, Patriots, and Panthers to win Super Bowl 50.


  Manning also retired Elway- and John Wayne–like after that 2015 season—on top. The quarterbacks who followed had little chance to satisfy the Broncos’ QB-centric fan base. Osweiler surprisingly left for Houston via free agency following the Super Bowl 50 title. Trevor Siemian was a pleasant surprise as a seventh-round compensatory pick, No. 250 overall, out of Northwestern as he went 8-6 in his first year as a starter in 2016.


  But Paxton Lynch was supposed to be the heir apparent to Manning. Lynch was the Broncos’ first-round draft pick, No. 26 overall, in 2016. He had the arm, physical strength at 6-foot-7, and decent mobility for his size, but he didn’t have the ability to make split-second decisions while 21 other players on the field were running around at full speed.


  With Siemian, Lynch, and Osweiler, who had returned to Denver after it didn’t work out in Houston, all struggling in 2017, the Broncos turned to Vikings’ miracle man Case Keenum in 2018. Then Ravens’ Super Bowl hero Joe Flacco was brought in by the Broncos in 2019, followed by second-round rookie Drew Lock. The team was built around Lock for 2020, but an off-season shutdown for the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic and an early-season shoulder injury in 2021 crimped his development.


  When Elway decided he had had enough of the GM stress and was replaced by George Paton as Broncos GM in 2021, veteran Teddy Bridgewater was brought in to become the Broncos starting quarterback.


  All failed to bring the Broncos back to the postseason, much less the Super Bowl. Five consecutive losing seasons, six without a playoff game, led Paton to make a bold move and acquire star quarterback Russell Wilson from the Seattle Seahawks for the 2022 season.


  While expectations for Wilson are enormous, his first season was a huge disappointment, and as of this writing he is not among the candidates for the Broncos’ all-time starting quarterback. For that, there are but three candidates—Elway, Manning, and Craig Morton, who was the franchise’s first savior-like quarterback acquisition. In his first year with the Broncos, Morton directed the team to its first AFC Championship and Super Bowl appearance. And it came at the height of Broncomania.


  THE CANDIDATES


  John Elway


  Peyton Manning


  Craig Morton


  CRAIG MORTON (1977–1982)


  More than Manning after the 2011 season in Indianapolis, Morton was considered washed up following a disastrous 1976 season with the New York Giants. He threw 20 interceptions against just 9 touchdowns that year, and took 39 sacks in just 12 starts, of which 10 were defeats. In fairness, quarterbacks didn’t have the means to throw the ball away as they do now, if they are outside the pocket. All intentional throw-aways prior to 1993 were 15-yard penalties for intentional grounding and loss of down. It’s a big reason why the pre–free agency quarterbacks have worse touchdown-to-interception ratios—and more battered bodies—than QBs of today.


  Morton—not much of a runner, as his body was beaten up as he moved into his 30s—was booed unmercifully by Giants fans. Their ill will toward him no doubt was established during his run with the rival Dallas Cowboys from 1969 to 1972, so successful that he often started ahead of the popular and future Hall of Famer, Roger Staubach.


  In March 1977, Morton was traded to the Broncos for Steve Ramsey in a swap of ineffective quarterbacks. At that point, the Broncos had gone through 25 quarterbacks during their first 17 seasons, but in Morton they found their guy.


  At 34, Morton brought steady leadership and impact passing to an offense that otherwise served as a complement to Denver’s terrific Orange Crush defense. He had a steady regular season in 1977, throwing for 1,929 yards and 14 touchdowns against just 8 interceptions. These stats may seem modest now, but Morton was the No. 4–rated passer that year, with an 82.0 rating, while posting a 12-1 record before a left hip injury and little to play for had him playing just one three-and-out series in the final regular-season game against his former Dallas Cowboys.


  The Broncos lost the game 14 finale to the Cowboys, 14–6, which would have been meaningless had it not turned out to be a preview of Super Bowl XII.


  But first, in the two AFC playoff games—the first two play-off games in Broncos history—Morton threw two touchdown passes in each. He beat the Steelers, the team of the 1970s, and the Raiders, the defending Super Bowl champs, in that magical 1977 postseason.


  Morton played well again in 1978, when the Broncos again won the AFC West and made the playoffs. Broncos head coach Red Miller flirted with starting the more mobile Norris Weese in 1979, but with the Broncos down, 34–10, midway through the third quarter in game 4 against Seattle, Morton was sent in.


  In the span of 7.5 minutes of game time, Morton threw touchdown passes to tackle-eligible Dave Studdard, then star receiver Haven Moses late in the third quarter, and Rick Upchurch early in the fourth, to draw the Broncos within, 34–31.


  Morton wasn’t done. He then engineered a 40-yard touch-down drive capped by Rob Lytle’s 1-yard touchdown run to give Denver a 37–34 victory in one of the greatest comebacks in NFL history.


  “We got a lot of breaks,” Morton said of that game for the book, The 50 Greatest Players in Denver Broncos History. “Upchurch made some great plays and Haven made some big plays. The defense started getting turnovers. It just turned. It wasn’t just me. Defense created good field position and guys were making plays and then we just thought, ‘Well, this could be fun.’”


  Still, Morton had a way of creating a spark, whether for one game or for the entire Orange Crush era. His best season with the Broncos, at least statistically, was 1981. At the age of 38, Morton threw for a career-best 3,195 yards and tied his single-season best with 21 touchdowns while posting a 10-5 record as a starter.


  For Broncos fans, though, Morton’s signature season will always be 1977, and his signature game will always be the AFC Championship.


  From the jump, Morton had an instant connection with Moses. Thus, the M & M connection.


  “Haven saw the same thing I saw from his perspective down field,” Morton said. “It was to where we knew what the other one was going to do.”


  That he played in one particular game for the Broncos, and played like a champion, was the stuff of lore.


  In that first, great Broncos season of 1977, Morton famously hobbled and winced his way out of his hospital bed to play in the AFC Championship Game on a frigid January 1, 1978, at Mile High Stadium. Not only play, but throw two touchdown passes to Moses in a 20–17 win against the hated and defending champion Oakland Raiders. The Broncos were going to the Super Bowl.


  Broncomania was never more manic.


  “Now all the information came out after the game, and as history has gone on, I know what happened,” said Broncos cornerback Louis Wright. “But then I did not know. I knew he was hurt and might not play. Norris Weese was taking all the snaps and we thought Norris was going to be the quarterback. And then all the sudden there was Craig. I didn’t know what I know now. I know he played, but now that I know the circumstances of how he played, it was pretty incredible.”


  A week earlier, Morton had thrown two touchdowns without an interception in the Broncos’ 34–21, first-round AFC playoff win against the Pittsburgh Steelers, then went to the hospital to spend a week battling an infection. Blood kept building up in the hip and doctors had trouble draining it. It left his leg grotesquely discolored from the upper left hip down to his knee. Weese took the first-team practice snaps that week and most of the Broncos players figured he would play in the AFC Championship Game against the Raiders.


  Although accounts said Morton left the hospital on Thursday, he remembered leaving the hospital on Sunday morning, the day of the game, and being driven to Mile High by a friend, Oren Hawley. Morton’s condition was kept hush-hush for the upcoming epic battle against the hated Raiders, with the media reporting little about it during the week.


  Regardless of when he was released from the hospital’s care, they don’t make ’em as tough as Craig Morton anymore. He was the son of a World War II veteran who fought Japan in the New Guinea operation.


  Having passed up the chance to sign with the Detroit Tigers or New York Yankees in the pre-draft Major League Baseball era, Morton instead wanted to play quarterback at nearby Cal, where he was a two-and-a-half-year starter for head coach Marv Levy and a staff that included Bill Walsh and Mike White. Morton broke all of Cal’s passing records for some pretty bad teams.


  He showed enough to become the No. 5 overall pick by the Cowboys in the 1965 NFL Draft—after the Chicago Bears took Dick Butkus with the No. 3 overall selection and Gale Sayers at No. 4. That the Cowboys took Morton with their first pick was a mild surprise considering they already had a good young quarterback in Don Meredith, who had just finished his fifth year in the league, second as a starter.


  Morton would sit four years behind Meredith before the latter surprisingly retired at age 31 while coming off three consecutive Pro Bowl seasons.


  In 10 years with the Cowboys, Morton fell between Meredith and Roger Staubach. Morton was 10-2-1 as a starter in 1969 and 8-3 in 1970, when his Cowboys finally made it through the NFL playoffs and played in the first merged-league Super Bowl, or Super Bowl V.


  Cowboys coach Tom Landry infamously had Morton and Staubach alternate plays for a week 7 game against the Chicago Bears in 1971. It didn’t work, and Staubach became the quarterback for the rest of the season. Morton went 10-4 in 1972 after Staubach suffered a separated shoulder.


  “Boy, we had great competitions,” Morton said. “It switched every year, it seemed like. He’s still one of my great friends. We were always really good friends, but boy, we were competitors. The competition never got in the way of our friendship.”


  Midway through 1974, Morton asked for—and was granted—a trade when he was again replaced by Staubach at the halfway point. But his two and a half seasons with the Giants were miserable, as Morton played down to the level of his team.


  After the 1976 season, Giants head coach John McVay—who later became enormously successful while helping to build the San Francisco 49ers into a dynasty from 1982 to 1994—informed Morton on March 7, 1977, that he had been traded to the Broncos in exchange for quarterback Steve Ramsey, and a draft pick.


  “I said ‘Thank you very much,’ ” Morton said. “I was so relieved.”


  The Broncos had gone a franchise-best 9-5 in 1976, but 12 of their veteran players—nicknamed the Dirty Dozen—led a revolt against head coach John Ralston. Broncos owner Gerald Phipps supported Ralston, although the coach resigned in part because of his players’ actions. Phipps replaced Ralston with Red Miller, who had been offensive line coach the previous four seasons with the New England Patriots.


  The fiery Miller was well received. Morton’s arrival drew mixed feelings.


  “We were skeptical,” said Rick Upchurch, who was coming off a punt return season for the ages in 1976. “We’re saying, wait a minute. You’re bringing in a guy that’s been in the league, what, 12, 13 years already? And he’s not in the best of health. People who saw him were like, ‘Check his legs out.’ But what you couldn’t account for was his savvy, his smarts, and his ability to throw the ball in the right place.”


  Others were more enthusiastic from the jump.


  “When we got Craig, I was glad, because he had experience,” said nose tackle Rubin Carter. “And that means a lot. He had been there. He took his bumps and bruises but he was still there and he still had his mental capability and he was able to run an offense and run a team and be able to make audibles at the line of scrimmage.


  “I felt good about it. Until then, we had young guys at the quarterback position. Craig gave us a chance. Don’t turn the ball over. You know, let the defense win the game.”


  “He was the missing ingredient,” said Broncos safety and captain Billy Thompson. “He had an immediate connection with Haven. It was a tremendous year for both of them.”


  PEYTON MANNING (2012–2015)


  To fully appreciate the impact Peyton Manning had during his four years with the Broncos, look at how the team struggled in the five years before he arrived, and the seven years after he retired.


  During his term in Denver, the quarterback led the Broncos to their winningest four-year stretch in team history, posting records of 13-3, 13-3, 12-4, and 12-2 from 2012 to 2015. There were five consecutive non-winning seasons before Manning arrived (7-9 in 2007, followed by 8-8, 8-8, 4-12, and 8-8). There have been seven consecutive non-playoff seasons since Manning hung it up, including six in a row with a losing record (5-11, 6-10, 7-9, 5-11, 7-10, and 5-12)—the worst six-year stretch in the Broncos’ past 50 years.


  Not surprisingly, Manning was elected into the team’s Ring of Fame and the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his first year of eligibility for each honor.


  There were two biographical books to Manning’s NFL career. The first was a 14-season stay with the Indianapolis Colts, where he was the No. 1 overall draft pick in 1998, won four of his record five MVP awards, threw a then-NFL-record 49 touchdown passes in 2004 that broke the mark set 20 years earlier by his childhood hero Dan Marino, and led Indianapolis to a Super Bowl XLI victory to cap the 2006 season.


  But when Manning missed the entire 2011 season because of a neck injury that required three surgeries before he could get back on the field, the Colts were so bad without him that they tumbled into the No. 1 overall draft pick at the exact time once-every-generation quarterback prospect Andrew Luck was coming out of college. Manning was released to free agency.


  Hurt in more ways than one, the battered, free-agent Manning wound up signing with the Broncos, who gambled the quarterback could rebound from his dramatic neck injury.


  “I certainly had concerns, and looking back you can definitely say I was not 100 percent confident,” Manning said in a 2021 interview with 9NEWS. “The only thing I was 100 percent confident in is I wanted to try. I wanted to give it a go. I knew it was going to be tough, playing in a new physical state after these neck problems and nerve problems that it had caused in my right arm. Learning a new system, learning timing with new receivers. It was a challenge in and of itself.


  “But I wanted to give it a go. And Denver was the best place for me. They were very adaptive, welcoming. Greek [head trainer Steve Antonopulos] and the training staff had a great rehab plan. The coaches said, We’ll take some of your plays in Indianapolis and mesh it with some of our plays and really make you feel comfortable. That was not the case that all teams were presenting. Those were big reasons why I ended up choosing Denver, and [I’m] really glad it worked out the way it did. I started feeling better, started feeling more confident throughout that season, and got my edge back a little bit and was able to have four wonderful years here with the Broncos.”


  His four years in Denver cemented his greatness.


  Manning and the Broncos took a few games to get rolling as they were 2-3 to begin his initial season of 2012. He and the Broncos were then trailing 24–0 at halftime at San Diego in game 6. But just as it appeared the Manning Era in Denver would begin 2-4, Peyton and the Broncos rallied for 35 unanswered points in the second half, igniting an 11-game winning streak to finish the season.


  Although the Broncos were stunned by Baltimore in their second-round playoff game, Manning bounced back in 2013 to record the best regular season by a quarterback in NFL history. Manning threw for 55 touchdowns and 5,477 yards that year to obliterate passing records that still stand going on 10 years later. He picked up his record fifth MVP award, then guided the Broncos to AFC postseason home wins against the Chargers and New England Patriots.


  Unfortunately for Manning and the Broncos, they didn’t have it from the opening horrific snap in Super Bowl XLVIII, as they were trounced by the Seattle Seahawks in a game played at MetLife Stadium in New Jersey.


  Manning got off to a torrid start again in 2014, setting the all-time career TD pass record along the way, but a quad injury hindered him in the final two months.


  Manning and the Broncos finished the job in 2015. He led the team to a 7-0 start, but a heel injury suffered in a game 8 loss at Indianapolis rendered Manning ineffective in a game 9 home loss to Kansas City.


  Broncos head coach Gary Kubiak replaced Manning in the second half of the Chiefs’ loss with Brock Osweiler, who played well throughout in the final seven games. But with the Broncos trailing and sputtering in the second half of the season finale against the Chargers, Kubiak in the third quarter replaced Osweiler with Manning, who entered to a thunderous standing ovation from the Denver crowd.


  The Broncos rallied to beat the Chargers to capture the No. 1 playoff seed, then won home playoff games against the Steelers and, for the second time in three years, the Patriots in the AFC Championship Game. In the upset win against the Pats, Manning threw two early touchdown passes to tight end Owen Daniels and Denver’s terrific defense made it hold up.


  A historic individual performance by outside linebacker Von Miller and the Denver D pushed the Broncos past favored Carolina in Super Bowl 50. Manning didn’t have
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