
 

 

TOP 20 DEFENSES 
 

1. Green Bay - Defensive coordinator Fritz Shurmur has 

turned this unit into one of the stingiest and most 

opportunistic groups around. The Packers forced 39 

turnovers and their secondary picked off 18 passes and 

scored twice. Safeties Eugene Robinson and LeRoy Butler 

are two of the best veteran ballhawks you'll find, and while 

Reggie White pressures the QB, tackles Gilbert Brown 

and Santana Dotson close off the inside running. Despite 

their penchant for taking a large lead, Green Bay gave up 

even less yards after halftime, and the Packers allowed the 

fewest yards (210) and points (259.8) per game in 1996. 

Gabe Wilkins should fill in well for the retired Sean Jones 

at right end.  

2. Carolina - You won't find any All-Pros on the defensive line 

or in the secondary, but the Panthers have assembled a fine 

team of complementary playmakers. The Panthers allowed 

only 218 points and had an NFL-best 60 sacks in 1996. The 

Panthers picked off 22 passes and scored five defensive 

TDs. Linebackers Lamar Lathon and Kevin Greene 

combined for 28 sacks, and the defensive line is good 

enough to keep gaps open for playmakers such as Sam 

Mills. Their secondary benefits from good pressure up 

front, but their safeties can be beaten deep.  

3. San Francisco - The Niners are average in the secondary, 

but they make up for it with great play from their defensive 

line and great range from free safety Merton Hanks, 

(photo) who had an off-year, but still made some great 

plays. Ken Norton Jr. seemed to miss key tackles, but still 

made 165 stops. The Niners had three linemen with 11 

sacks or more, led by end Roy Barker, who had 12.5. San 

Francisco led the NFl with four safeties, and their defense 

will continue to benefit from good coaching in 1997.  

4. Buffalo - Tales of their demise are not true. The Bills 

defense sacked the QB 47 times in 1996, and was third in 

the AFC in passing yardage allowed with 3,068. The Bills 

defense was largely responsible for a 10-win season last 

year. They allowed only 11 TD passes and were great 

against the rush, Thomas Smith often shut down the 

      

 

Top 20 QBs  

 

Top 20 RBs  

 

Top 20 WRs  

 

Top 20 TEs  

 

Top 20 Ks  

 

Top 20 Defenses  

 

Top 20 LBs  

 

Top 20 DLs  

 

Top 20 DBs  

 

Draft Board - 

Offense  

 

Draft Board - 

Defense  

/u/football/nfl/teams/packers.htm
/u/football/nfl/teams/panthers.htm
/u/football/nfl/teams/49ers.htm
/u/football/nfl/teams/bills.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20qb.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20rb.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20wr.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20te.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20ki.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20df.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20lb.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20dl.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/top20db.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/drafto.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/drafto.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/draftd.htm
/u/fantasy/football/commish/draftd.htm


opposition's best receivers, and Phil Hansen combined with 

Bruce Smith to form a pair of great pocket crushers. But on 

the down side, Buffalo needs to intercept more than 14 

passes, and the Bills have to show they can tighten up 

during the fourth quarter.  

5. Philadelphia - An improving unit with a lot of youth in key 

positions. Mike Mamula is improving as a pass rusher and 

Bobby Taylor is tough enough to take on the most physical 

wide receivers. The Eagles did give up 341 points, but they 

were tough outside of three lopsided losses in which they 

gave up 30-plus points. If DT Andy Harmon can recover 

from a knee injury, the Philadelphia run defense will 

become even better. Philadelphia scored six defensive TDs 

in 1996, and they should be more opportunistic this season 

as a good secondary, that also includes Troy Vincent, 

allows the front seven to attack the opposing backfield.  

6. Denver - You won't find a collection of superstars here, but 

the long-maligned Denver defense played better than ever in 

1996. They had the NFL's best run defense, and were 

ranked fourth overall in yards allowed. Still, their secondary 

proved to be adequate rather than explosive, and the team 

only scored one defensive TD. You have to wonder if DE 

Alfred Williams can come close to his 13 sack season of a 

year ago. But the defense should benefit from the additions 

of Neil Smith and Keith Traylor to the line, and Bill 

Romanowski should continue to be an inspiring playmaker.  

7. Dallas - Forget the fact that Deion Sanders may only play 

half a season, and that the front seven is in transition. 

Defensive coordinator Dave Campo is a master of covering 

up weaknesses while still putting pressure on the QB. The 

secondary is still formidable with Kevin Smith at one 

corner and Brock Marion and Darren Woodson forming 

one of the smartest safety tandems in pro football. The 

Cowboys totaled 37 sacks last year, and as long as defensive 

end Tony Tolbert can walk, he'll be a pass-rushing force. 

The Cowboys were second in the NFC in yards allowed in 

1996 with 4,382.  

8. Pittsburgh - Whatever you do, don't doubt Bill Cowher's 

ability to patch up after a horrible off-season. The Steelers 

coach has suffered free-agent losses before, only to have his 

defense remain one of the best. But the Steelers will be 

asking a lot of Cowher with the ghost of Donnell Woolford 

at one corner and rookie Chad Scott at the other. But if 

Greg Lloyd regains his health, he'll continue to dominate 

opposing blockers, as will fellow LB Levon Kirkland. The 

Steelers had the AFC's best defense in 1996 and totaled 51 
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sacks, but they better get to the QB fast if they don't want to 

watch long passes all afternoon.  

9. Seattle - They look great on paper, but they still have to play 

16 games. Seattle finally added the cover corners they've 

lacked since the early 80s in Willie Williams and rookie 

Shawn Springs, who may score an early TD or two if 

veteran QBs try to test him. Middle linebacker Dean Wells 

must close in on opposing runners better if Seattle's run 

defense is to improve. The Seahawks sacked the QB 47 

times in 1996, and as long as DT Sam Adams plays with 

the low base he established last season, he'll help to free up 

Cortez Kennedy and Chad Brown, who must prove he can 

excel in a 4-3 scheme. Second year DE Phillip Daniels 

could emerge as a speed rusher.  

10. St. Louis - The Rams allowed 5.529 yards 

last year, but they'll be more restrictive in 

1997. Ex-Raider Mike Jones joins a solid 

LB crew that already includes an 

underrated Roman Phifer (photo). Keith 

Lyle and Toby Wright should step to the 

forefront as one of the NFC's best safety 

duos, and DE Kevin Carter will better his 1996 total of 9.5 

sacks. The Rams returned four interceptions for scores and 

picked off 25 passes overall last year.  

11. Tampa Bay - As the Bucs continue to improve, their defense 

will become a force. Defensive tackle Warren Sapp is 

primed for an excellent season, as he showed flashes of 

good play with his improved leverage technique in 1996. 

Derrick Brooks is ready to form a monster LB combo with 

Hardy Nickerson. And if Regan Upshaw can develop 

some more moves, Tampa Bay will get more than the 37 

sacks they totaled last year. A mediocre secondary keeps 

them out of the Top 10.  

12. New York Giants - Their offense won't impress you, but 

their defense is getting better. The Giants have a great pair 

of corners in Jason Sehorn and Phillippi Sparks (both 

made our Top-20 list). Both are solid tehncicians who can 

make big plays. The Giants scored five defensive TDs and 

picked off 22 passes in 1996, and as DE Michael Strahan 

continues to improve as a pass rusher, the Giants scak totals 

will rise.  

13. San Diego - As free safety Rodney Harrison emerges as 

one of the best young secondary players in the AFC, the 

Chargers will begin to force more turnovers. William 

Fuller is nearing the end of his career, but he'll still be a 

good addition to the line. Kurt Gouveia and Junior Seau 
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are a fine playmaking duo at LB, and Terrance Shaw can 

keep up with almost any receiver, but he needs to work on 

his techniques. The Chargers should imrove on their 22 

interceptions and 33 sacks of a year ago.  

14. New England - The Patriots defense should be more 

aggressive under Pete Carroll, and they will force more than 

the 39 turnovers that they did in 1996. The Patriots did pick 

off 22 passes, and Willie McGinest continued his 

maturation, totaling 9.5 sacks while showing great reactions 

to movement in the pocket. Ty Law should continue to 

improve as a corner, and safeties Lawyer Milloy and Willie 

Clay will create turnovers.  

15. Oakland - The Raiders don't force many turnovers, and they 

are the most penalty-prone team in recent history. But it's 

hard to overlook a defensive line that added rookie Darrell 

Russell to a unit that already includes Chester 

McGlockton and Russell Maryland. The Raider 

linebackers are average, and their secondary may be 

overrated, but they were fourth in the AFC in yards allowed 

last year and they should have more than 34 sacks this 

season.  

16. Cincinnati - The Bengals led the NFL with 34 interceptions 

last year, and the switch to a 3-4 look might mean an 

increase in sacks. If Steve Tovar can rebound from torn 

knee ligaments and Ashley Ambrose turns in another solid 

performance, the Bengals will be on the way up. We're still 

waiting for Dan Wilkinson to play up to his potential. Don't 

look for him to excel in the new scheme.  

17. Jacksonville - The Jaguars pass rush improved in 1996, and 

they were sixth in the AFC in yards allowed with 5,095. If 

Bryan Schwartz can come back from a knee injury, the 

Jaguars will have two great playmakers at LB with 

Schwartz and Kevin Hardy. The Jaguars had 37 scaks in 

1996, and as defensive end Tony Brackens dvelops more 

moves, he'll add to that total. But Jacksonville still has a 

weak secondary that can give up the big play at any time.  

18. Miami - Their secondary is still a question mark, and the 

defensive line won't overwhelm anyone. But Jimmy 

Johnson will get the most effort out of his troops as usual, 

and middle linebacker Zach Thomas will continue to 

emerge as a leader while playing the run with intensity. The 

Dolphins picked off 20 passes and had 37 sacks in 1996, but 

they will still be suspect against the pass for the second 

consecutive season. Their DBs will play the run well but get 

burned badly by the best QBs they face.  

19. Kansas City - Marty Schottenheimer's team will never 
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embarrass itself with its defensive numbers, but the Chiefs 

performance slipped from the usual standard in 1996. 

Kansas City picked off only 17 passes and had 31 scaks in 

1996. But new coordinator Bob Karmelowicz will be 

installing a new, aggresive, 3-3-4 look which should result 

in more sacks and turnovers. If free-agent acquisition Terry 

Wooden can stay healthy, the run defense will be tough. 

OLB Anthony Davis already knows how to seal up a 

running back with ferocity. Count on Derrick Thomas> for 

double-figure sack totals and continued excellence from CB 

Dale Carter.  

20. New Orleans - Mike Ditka will take advantage of the talent 

that's here. Joe Johnson and Wayne Martin are a pair of 

defensive line studs. Mark Fields is one of the game's 

future stars at outside linebacker, and Alex Molden is ready 

to take on the best receivers opponents can offer. The Saints 

totaled 41 sacks in 1996, so you know they're capable of 

some success.  
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