
Making the Grade: The 1997 Rookie Crop 

  

A smorgasbord of talented freshmen has spoiled the appetites of fantasy footballers over the past 

couple of seasons. Astute fanatics have picked up key rookies in the mid-to late rounds on draft 

day and have savored weekly production on their way to the fantasy bowl. 

Marshall Faulk, Curtis Martin, Terrell Davis, Karim Abdul-Jabbar, Eddie George, Joey 

Galloway, Eddie Kennison and Terry Glenn all had spectacular beginnings to their NFL careers 

and contributed fantasy points right away for their respective owners. 

Despite the success of recent first-year performers, however, fantasy fans must be careful not to 

get caught up in the hype that surrounds this year's freshman class. When measuring the potential 

of rookies, the most important barometer is not always their skills, but the opportunity to succeed 

with their new teams. In order to produce points on a game-to-game basis, freshmen need to be 

given a chance to start in training camp and learn the system -- as was definitely the case with 

Faulk and George. 

Next, a fantasy owner must look at a team's depth chart and decide if the player has a shot at 

beating out the incumbents for a job -- as was the case with Jabbar, Davis, Glenn and Martin. 

And salary cap numbers are also important when examining a rookie in comparison with 

veterans on the depth chart. Coaches (and upper management) are always looking for salary cap 

relief, and if a cheaper youngster can get the job done, he'll start right away. 

Unfortunately, the hottest rookies in the 1997 harvest did not end up on teams that have already 

projected them into their starting lineups. Most of the running backs will have to battle a veteran 

in camp before becoming the man in the backfield, while the receivers also face some 

competition from seasoned performers. 

The rookies listed below are ranked according to the above criteria, and serious fantasy players 

must keep a close watch on this year's crop during the pre-season to form an ongoing evaluation 

of their potential in 1997. 

1. Troy Davis (Saints) - While not the most talented runner among this year's group, 

Davis is in the best position to succeed immediately. Coach Mike Ditka likes the 

youngsters' determination, durability and heart. He also believes that the fireplug runner 

can be a productive back for the Saints this season. The former Cyclone's resume is 

second to none, after rushing for back-to-back 2,000-yard campaigns at Iowa State. 

Despite his height, 5'7", Davis is not a small man. He is stocky and powerfully built, with 

a low center of gravity. Although a little slow by pro standards, Davis never quits. He 

sees the whole field, hits the hole well, and welcomes the challenge of proving the 

skeptics wrong and competing at the next level. Only the disappointing tap dancer Mario 

Bates stands in the way of Davis and rookie of the year honors in New Orleans.  



   

2. Antowain Smith (Bills) - Oh, what talent! Oh, What potential! While at the University 

of Houston last season, Smith scored 15 touchdowns and gained 1,239 yards, averaging 

6.1 yards per carry. For his efforts, he was named co-conference Offensive Player of the 

Year in the Big 12. During practice sessions at the Senior Bowl, Smith stood out among 

the many runners, and Kansas City Coach Marty Schottenheimer raved about his pro 

potential. A rare combination of size and speed, the youngster runs hard and with 

authority, but at times runs to high. With the twenty-third pick in the draft, the Bills 

restocked their backfield with a pile-driving tailback. In the past, new offensive 

coordinator Dan Henning has preferred big backs, employing Marion Butts in San Diego 

and William Andrews in Atlanta. The Houston product isn't first on the depth chart just 

yet in Buffalo. Henning, however, is pushing hard for the rookie to be named the starter 

in his power running game. Henning wants to make veteran Thurman Thomas the team's 

third-down specialist and feature Smith in the ground attack. Some questions remain 

concerning defined roles in Buffalo, but it appears likely that preseason contests will 

clear up any questions. If Smith is named the starter, a 1,000-yard campaign with eight 

touchdowns appears to be a realistic projection.  

   

3. Ike Hilliard (Giants) - Despite popular opinion, the Giants made a wise decision 

taking Hilliard with the seventh pick. The Florida wideout may be the most accomplished 

route runner of the first-rounders, and New York desperately needs a go-to guy in critical 

third-down situations. Not afraid to run in the middle of the field, Hilliard reads defenses 

well and makes good adjustments, which is a prerequisite in coach Jim Fassel's timing 

and rhythm offense. General manager George Young and Fassel watched hours of 

Florida film and feel that Hilliard is the complete package. A playmaker, the elusive 

receiver reached the end zone 29 times during the past two campaigns and stretches 

defenses with his speed. Last season, the former Gator caught 47 passes for 900 yards 

and the year before, Hilliard snagged 57 receptions for 1,008 yards. Most likely, the 

former Gator will earn a starting spot on Fassel's squad. However, with QB Dave Brown 

throwing the football in the windy Meadowlands, some concerns arise about Hilliard's 

potential fantasy production.  

   

4. Joey Kent (Oilers) - Go on, say it's crazy ranking Joey Kent this high. Those jeers will 

turn to cheers by December. The Oilers are in dire straights at wideout, and the former 

Volunteer will be given a realistic chance to contend for a job. While at Tennessee, Kent 

prospered in a pro-style passing game and became Peyton Manning's go-to guy. In '96, 

Kent hauled in 68 receptions for 1,080 yards and visited the end zone seven times. The 

Oilers coaching staff is very optimistic about the rookie and plan on having Kent practice 

at both the flanker and slot positions in order to prepare him for the upcoming season. In 

Houston, the lanky receiver only has to beat out Willie Davis for significant playing time. 

A nice compliment to home run hitter Chris Sanders, look for QB Steve McNair to 

appreciate Kent's skills right off the bat and build a rapport with the newest member of 

the Oilers receiving corps.  

   

5. Reidel Anthony (Buccaneers) - It was obvious that the Bucs wanted to jumpstart their 

anemic offense during the draft. Tampa finished the season at the bottom of the league in 



scoring and sought some help for quarterback Trent Dilfer. With their second selection in 

the first round, the Bucs grabbed Florida wideout Reidel Anthony. Considering the 

stumblebums ahead of him in Tampa, the sleek receiver should skyrocket to the top of the 

team's depth chart immediately! Anthony runs good fade and corner routes near the goal 

line and is a speed merchant. He also has great quickness, can make the difficult catch 

and runs well after the pass. Anthony, however, is still a little rough on the edges and 

needs to improve to succeed at the next level. Playing for the National Champion Florida 

Gators last season, the newest Buccaneer caught 72 passes for 1,239 yards and reached 

the end zone 18 times. Impressively, the All-American saved his best performances for 

the big games: against Alabama in the SEC Championship game, Anthony made 11 

catches for 173 yards and three touchdowns; and in the first meeting with arch-rival 

Florida State, he snagged 11 passes for 193 yards and scored a touchdown. Realistically, 

the playmaker will earn a starting spot in training camp and make nearly 60 catches for 

800 yards and five touchdowns as a rookie.  

 

These are preliminary projections and circumstances can change in regards to each rookie and 

his team before kickoff in September. Winning fantasy owners will look for tidbits on each of 

the above players and keep an eye on their developing pro careers before making a final decision 

on draft day this year. 

For the full rookie report, order Game Plan: The Draft Day Report now! 
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