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Kiszla: Broncos aspire for greatness; Nuggets conspire for mediocrity By Mark Kiszla The Denver Post June 5, 2013
 The Broncos are hot. The Nuggets are not.
 How could the perception of two teams that had similar seasons be so different? The Broncos are buzz-worthy. The sound made by the Nuggets is a balloon deflating.
 After a 13-3 regular season, the Broncos got bounced in the divisional round of the playoffs. After winning 57 games, the Nuggets' postseason run was cut short by an upset in the first round. So why is there a smiley face painted on the Broncos, while the Nuggets are dragging around a dark cloud?
 Everything you need to know about the local NFL and NBA franchises you learned in middle school.
 It seems everybody wants to sit at the cool kids' table with Broncos quarterback Peyton Manning.
 Masai Ujiri's new BFF in Toronto scored him a ticket to the Justin Bieber concert, and now Nuggets coach George Karl appears to be insanely jealous.
 The party is just getting started for the Broncos.
 Once Ujiri left Denver for a high-paying job with the Raptors, we immediately began wondering who will be the next guy to cast an eye toward the door for a way out.
 Will Karl follow through on his not-so-subtle threat to leave for a coaching gig with the Los Angeles Clippers? Or will guard Andre Iguodala look for a less-demanding role with a team with stronger championship possibilities?
 It's hard to get a table in a hot restaurant. There's a line around the block for the nightclub of the moment. The Broncos are the "it" team in the NFL of 2013. From linebacker Shaun Phillips to receiver Wes Welker, veterans want a chance to win a ring with Manning. New Denver cornerback Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie, who signed a one-year deal, hears from former teammates envious of his opportunity.
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"They are all saying the same thing: 'You guys are stacked over there.' We are looking to do good things this year and we know the expectations," Rodgers-Cromartie said.
 The NFL is a business. Financial security is going to play a role in every player's decision regarding the future. But safety David Bruton re-signed with the Broncos for the same reason other veteran free agents saw Denver as a hot spot: "They came here to win. They came here to compete; they came here to get a role on a potentially great team."
 Entering the final year of his contract with Denver, Karl is trying to leverage his coach of the year award into a rich payday. That's understandable. It's a business. But if the coach wants to link his name to the Clippers' vacancy, doesn't that only encourage Iguodala to explore his options with any NBA rival that enjoys salary cap flexibility?
 The Broncos dare to dream without boundaries.
 The Nuggets make excuses for failure.
 Forget the masterful trade of Carmelo Anthony for a moment. The best move Ujiri made for the Nuggets was to draw a line in the sand against the self-defeating stereotype that an NBA championship cannot ever be won in Denver.
 The crazy-brash confidence was way cool. But then Ujiri went and underscored the stereotype with a bright red pen by bolting Colorado as soon as a big-money offer came from Toronto.
 It's hip for a Hall of Fame quarterback to work for the Broncos, but is winter too harsh in the Rocky Mountains for an NBA superstar to find happiness with the Nuggets?
 It's a stereotype in need of a sledgehammer. If Karl doesn't have the strength to wield it, then the Nuggets would be better off if he fills that job opening with the Clippers.
 Manning doesn't like driving in snow any more than Dwight Howard does.
 What John Elway has fostered as an executive with the Broncos is the faith his team will succeed against any odds. The No. 1 quality Nuggets president Josh Kroenke must find in his next general manager is the crazy notion that by hook or by crook, trade or draft, a franchise player will be found to raise his team to NBA championship contention.
 Even in businesses with a scoreboard, perception can become reality.
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The Broncos believe they are destined to win it all.
 The Nuggets were born to lose.
 The difference is why Denver is an NFL town.
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Broncos like what Derek Wolfe did in 2012 but are pushing for more By Jeff Legwold The Denver Post June 5, 2013
 When it comes to football, Broncos defensive coordinator Jack Del Rio worries only about the bottom line.
 No muss, no fuss and as little maybe, might or could as possible. Just deliver.
 And when it comes to Derek Wolfe, it's not the position next to Wolfe's name that matters to Del Rio. It's how Wolfe plays, how the second-year defensive linemen handles what Del Rio is throwing at him.
 "What Derek did for us last season has been underappreciated on many levels," Del Rio said. "I know we list him as (a defensive) end, but for what he does in our defense, he plays a significant number of snaps, maybe most of his snaps — 70, 75 percent — at (defensive) tackle. So, take that into account, and I think that gives you a far better picture of what he did last season.
 "And we want more. He knows that, he accepts it and he wants more too."
 The Broncos drafted Wolfe as the 36th pick in 2012. When scouts looked at him before that draft, they saw a player who won matchups no matter where he lined up in the defensive line.The Broncos liked that too, to be sure, but they liked Wolfe's intensity, desire and drive to improve even more. And even as he goes through the shorts-and-T-shirts training sessions of this offseason, the Broncos say he has done just that.
 "Wolfe is coming into his own right now," Broncos defensive tackle Kevin Vickerson said. "With that being said, I think he's taking more of a leadership role. He's coming on to where he's being more verbal, and really not just verbal, he's showing it with his actions too. That's always a plus when the guy is not just walking and talking, he's showing it too."
 Del Rio agrees, saying: "Anytime a young man has tremendous success, which he did, and he comes back hungry for more, that bodes well for everybody involved. We're happy about the way he's approaching it."
 Wolfe started every game as a rookie for a 13-3 team that finished with the NFL's No. 2 defense overall and No. 4 scoring defense. His six sacks were tied with New
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England Patriots outside linebacker Chandler Jones for most among the league's rookies.
 To add perspective, the only players who played primarily at defensive tackle to have more sacks were the Cincinnati Bengals' Geno Atkins (12½) and the Detroit Lions' Ndamukong Suh (eight).
 "As far as defensive tackles go, if you looked at their numbers and looked at what (Wolfe) did last year, which is really relative to what he does where he should be listed, he had a heck of a year," Del Rio said. "He wants to build on that."
 As for his leadership abilities, Wolfe said the Broncos' defense focuses more on doing than talking.
 "Our defense, we don't have to talk," Wolfe said. "We have each other's back. That's what it comes down to. And when somebody's falling behind, they just look around and see that nobody else is falling behind, so they better pick it up. We don't need all that rah-rah screaming stuff; just do your job and get it done well."
 Wolfe is working through the Broncos' full offseason program for the first time. After last spring's draft, Wolfe could not participate in the Broncos' offseason conditioning program or organized team activities (OTAs) because of school commitments. He arrived in time for some of the Broncos' mandatory minicamp, but he wasn't able to work with the coaches in earnest until the start of training camp.
 So, this time around he has tried to make the most of it — and help rookie down lineman Sylvester Williams, the Broncos' first-round pick this past April, find his way.
 "He's got a ton of potential, and he wants to learn," Wolfe said. "So I just tell him, 'Hey, just come with (me).' When we're lifting, he's with me, and on the sidelines, he comes over and he stands by me."
 "You want to see a player step forward like that," Del Rio said. "Derek has done that, but we feel like there's more to come."
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Philip Blake's chances at starting for Broncos likely better at center By Jeff Legwold The Denver Post June 5, 2013
 Today's question about the Broncos comes from Judith Hughes in Evergreen. To submit a question for consideration, send an e-mail to The Denver Post's Jeff Legwold.
 Q: I haven't seen anything about Philip Blake during the OTAs. (Manny) Ramirez and (Louis) Vasquez were said to be taking the first-team snaps. What gives?
 A: Judith, the Broncos selected Blake with the 108th pick of the 2012 draft, their second fourth-round pick of that draft. He was poised to push for some playing time as training camp unfolded last summer.
 Broncos executive vice president of football operations John Elway routinely commented about Blake's progress as the Broncos went through training camp. But Blake suffered a thumb injury in practice early in the regular season.
 The Broncos then put him on injured reserve Sept. 21.
 And while Blake could still talk to coaches, ask questions and work through any issues he had in the playbook, he could not practice. So, he entered this year's offseason program essentially still a rookie, much like a redshirt freshman in a collegiate program.
 Thus, he will simply have to regain the momentum he once had. And the quickest opportunity for him to play at the moment would come at center. Blake can play center or guard.
 J.D. Walton, who has been the starter at center since his rookie year in 2010, is still recovering from last season's surgery to repair a fractured ankle. Walton is doing some work with the team's strength and conditioning staff these days, but he has not returned to the team's full on-field workouts.
 He is not expected to participate until training camp.
 Experience counts in the league, especially for a team with title aspirations like the Broncos have.
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It's like a boxing match when you can't simply outpoint the champ. A young player can't tie on the depth chart; he has to win the position outright. Even a team that says it's committed to young, homegrown players on the personnel side such as Denver is usually going to have some veteran players sprinkled in because coaching staffs often prefer them in many cases.
 It's a tough thing for football executives, to take care of the current depth chart, while also having a plan for future depth charts. So, Ramirez is getting the first crack at center in Walton's absence.
 Ramirez struggled at times filling in for the injured Chris Kuper at guard last season. Opposing defensive coordinators often said they would target him in the interior pass-rush schemes. But he is a power player with 26 career starts in his previous six years in the league.
 Blake has to show he has the composure to make the calls up front. Physically, he plays with great intensity and finishes blocks well, but center is a tough job for a young player, perhaps one of the most difficult.
 Walton had his share of growing pains there during his rookie season when he started right from the first day of training camp. But Walton was playing for a team that was not headed for the playoffs, so the opportunity to learn on the job was greater.
 As for Vasquez, the Broncos signed him to be a starter at guard from the moment he walked in the door, regardless of how many times they've said in recent weeks that he's "competing" for the job.
 He was given the longest contract of any of the veteran free agents signed this offseason at four years. It is a deal worth $23.5 million and includes $10 million of guaranteed money, a $5 million signing bonus to go with his 2013 base salary. His 2014 base salary is guaranteed as well.
 The Broncos wanted more size in the middle of the line to both shore up pass protection for Peyton Manning — opposing defenses effectively attacked the middle of the Broncos line last season — and pump up the run game.
 The Broncos were not always an effective short-yardage team in the run game last season. The 6-foot-5, 335-pound Vasquez was among the Broncos' top targets in free agency, because they believed he could help repair that.
 With Zane Beadles at the other guard spot, if Blake wants to work his way toward playing time, he's going to have to win it at center.
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Broncos Mailbag: Davis? Smith? Romanowski? Hey Hall of Fame, where's the love? And where should Von Miller line up?
 By Mike Klis The Denver Post June 5, 2013
 Denver Post sports writer Mike Klis posts his Broncos Mailbag each month during the offseason.
 Pose a Broncos- or NFL-related question for the Broncos Mailbag.
 Why don't we hear from the local Denver media how big a hosing the late-'90s, back-to-back Broncos team is taking from the Hall of Fame? Why Michael Irvin and no Rod Smith? Why Gale Sayers and no Terrell Davis? What about Steve Atwater? The Kansas City Chiefs, who have not won a playoff game since '93, will have more Hall of Famers from '97-99 than the Broncos who won back-to-back Super Bowls! --Chris Fisher, Hays, Kan.
 First, I understand the comparison between Sayers and T.D. But to me Gale Sayers was more comparable to Sandy Koufax -- purely the best, with a mesmerizing style, if only for a short period. Plus, Sayers, like quarterback Joe Namath, was a trailblazing player and that's worth a ton of Hall of Fame points, in my opinion, even though others have come along after them to put up better stats.
 Where were we? Oh, yes, the back-to-back Super Bowl champion Broncos of 1997-99. John Elway and Shannon Sharpe are in. That's two. And Gary Zimmerman makes three even if he retired following the 1997 season.
 I do think seven other Broncos from that era -- Rod Smith, Atwater, Davis, Jason Elam, Tom Nalen, Mike Shanahan and (don't spit on me for this) Bill Romanowski -- are all worthy of Hall of Fame consideration.
 Romanowski has no shot and for two good reasons: One, the belief and evidence he benefited from performance enhancing drugs; and two, the inexcusable spitting incident of J.J. Stokes on national TV. Which is too bad because, like it or not, Romo was the heart and soul of the Broncos' defense, if not the team.
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I do think Davis has a chance because of his postseason stats. I think Smith has a chance because he was undrafted and had his best years after Elway retired. I can see Atwater, Nalen, Karl Mecklenburg, Randy Gradishar, Dan Reeves and Louis Wright getting in through the senior committee some day. One or two might be able to pull off a modern-ballot upset. Sometimes I get worked up about these Hall of Fame deals and sometimes I think we all get too worked up about it.
 Why aren't the Broncos switching to a 3-4 defense? Von Miller and now Shaun Phillips are both natural OLBs, while a D-line rotation with Terrance Knighton\Sylvester Williams in the middle and Derek Wolfe\Robert Ayers\Kevin Vickerson on the outer just makes too much sense. This would be pass-rush heaven! Are the Broncos at least considering this?. --Ariel, Los Angeles
 Shaun Phillips is a natural outside linebacker but Von Miller is best at pass-rushing from the defensive end. If you notice, it usually looks like a 5-2 defense, anyway, whether they start from the 4-3 or 3-4.
 In general, Ariel, the 3-4 has bigger linebackers because there is one less defensive lineman, and the 4-3 has smaller, faster linebackers. Longtime NFL special teams coordinator Joe DeCamillis, who grew up in Arvada and just left the Cowboys for the Bears, recently said a 4-3 defense is better for special teams because special teams like linebackers who can run.
 The 3-4 is considered a better pass-rush system because it's easier to disguise which four players you send in on the quarterback. But Broncos' defensive coordinator Jack Del Rio knows how to disguise the pass rush from a 4-3 too.
 What is the status of Collin Klein at this time? Is there any chance that Denver may look at him? --Ed Poley, Liberal, Kan.
 Klein doesn't have a job. He had a rookie minicamp tryout with the Houston Texans but was not signed to a contract. The Broncos have looked at him and also decided not to sign him.
 There wouldn't be a long-term job with Broncos anyway, after they drafted Brock Osweiler in the second round last year to be Peyton Manning's backup and Zac Dysert in the seventh round this year to become No. 3.
 I'm stunned that such athletic/intangible-rich/passing-challenged quarterbacks as Klein and Tim Tebow can't find jobs in the NFL. There is just zero imagination in this league.
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Why do all 32 teams have to try to win the same way? It's ridiculous that every team has to have a passing quarterback and try to win through the air.
 Why can't a team that hasn't won in 10 years or so -- teams like Oakland, Cleveland or Jacksonville to name a few -- try to ground and pound? The Broncos were a 5-16 team -- 4-12 one year; 1-4 the next -- when they became a running team with Tebow. They went 7-1 and won their division. And now Tebow can't get a job? It's a farce.
 People say the past 10 years proves you can't win a Super Bowl without a quality passing quarterback. That's because nobody tries. College football is where there's innovation. College football comes up with all kinds of systems that win consistently. Its passing systems are eventually poached by the NFL.
 It shouldn't be that way. The top league should be the trendsetters. But what's happened, Ed, is the insecurity among the front office and coaching ranks have made the entire league afraid.
 Not that I'm complaining, but why do you think Jack Del Rio wasn't selected as one of the eight new head coaches this year and do you think he may return to the Broncos in 2014? --Dave C., Irvine, Calif.
 One reason is because sports are funny sometimes. The Broncos go through seven defensive coordinators in seven years and the one who has the best head coaching resume doesn't even get an interview for a promotion, much less a head job.
 Del Rio had a nice four-year run, from 2004-07, at Jacksonville, but that was followed by four mediocre-to-disappointing seasons. And even though Del Rio had a terrific bounce-back year as Denver's defensive coordinator in 2012, I think those final four down years in Jacksonville were still fresh in owners' minds as they sought a new head coach in January.
 What surprised me most was Del Rio didn't get stronger consideration for the Chicago Bears' job. I mean he strikes me as a Bears kind of guy. Former linebacker, tough, defense first. Yet the Bears go for an offensive mind from the Canadian Football League in Marc Trestman. I like Trestman from what I've observed from afar and I wish him well.
 But the Bears seemed to be looking for a guy who can get through to quarterback Jay Cutler. See there. The Bears are another team who have become philosophical zombies. Until they acquired Cutler from the Broncos following the 2008 season, the Bears were never about their quarterback. They should return to their ground-and-pound, Monsters of Midway roots. They should sign Tebow, for cripes sake. Or Collin Klein.
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Seems like all of us Broncos fans could move on from the Baltimore loss by realizing what an article in the Post pointed out a week or so ago: without Trindon Holliday returning both a punt and a kickoff for TDs in that game, the Broncos wouldn't have been close enough to lose it in the end on one brain freeze by Moore, or one pick by Peyton, or one three-and-out by running it predictably up the middle. The best step taken was letting Mike McCoy get on an outbound plane so Adam Gase could put some higher octane -- and some unpredictable play calling -- into the offensive machine. Drafting Montee Ball didn't hurt either. --Dan, St. Louis
 The Broncos were lucky to draw the Baltimore Ravens in Week 1 as the kickoff game to the NFL season. Get that game out of the way and, win or lose, it's on to the 2013 season. The Ravens are behind them.
 Having said that, the nature of that playoff defeat means little about this regular season will carry much significance for the Broncos. If they finish 14-2, get a first-round bye and lose in the second round of the playoffs? Their season will be a disaster.
 It's June and already expectations are for the Broncos to at least reach the AFC championship game. I've heard some say the Broncos have to win a Super Bowl -- or else. I think that's a little severe but so it goes for a team that squandered a No. 1 playoff seed opportunity the previous season.
 Jacob Tamme has to be on the bubble of making the Broncos roster. Joel Dresseen, with his blocking and pass-catching abilities, seems to be the No. 1 option. At OTAs, I've heard nothing about Tamme, but see Julius Thomas receiving first-team reps. With two young, athletic, pass-catching tight ends in Thomas and Virgil Green, and the need to maintain roster depth in the secondary, linebacker and defensive-line positions, is there room for Tamme? --Anthony, Broomfield
 Tamme has been out there with the first team. Besides the youthful competition at his position, Tamme may also be affected by the addition of slot receiver Wes Welker. Last season, there was a nice mix between Tamme and slot receiver Brandon Stokley. They ranked third and fourth on the team with 52 and 45 catches, respectively.
 Even if in the interest of balance Welker's stats drop from his 112-catch average in six previous seasons with New England to around 80 this year with the Broncos, Tamme doesn't figure to have as many balls thrown his way.
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Still, Tamme's a proven commodity. He's caught passes with the game on the line. Thomas and Green have received reps during the offseason, but it's only the offseason. They have combined for 9 career catches. There was roster room for all four tight ends -- Dreessen, Tamme, Thomas and Green -- plus Stokley last year. So all four could stick this year. If not, the competition has only just begun.
 Can somebody please explain to me why Danny Trevathan is not in the conversation for the open MLB slot this year? All I keep hearing is Nate Irving, Steven Johnson and Stewart Bradley. Trevathan played great on the inside at Kentucky. He's not as big as the other guys mentioned, but he's about the same size as Manti Te'o or Arthur Brown. And he was more productive in actual games this year for the Broncos. Why no shot? --Josh Ledger, San Jose, Calif.
 Trevathan is too light for middle linebacker. In general, middle linebackers are in the 240 to 255 range. Te'o and Brown are each 241 pounds. Trevathan has to eat a couple peanut butter-and-jelly sandwiches a day to maintain 230.
 He runs well which is why he is a prototype weakside linebacker. Trevathan played a ton as a rookie last season as a nickel linebacker. He will again this year.
 With the drafting of Montee Ball, we have an all-purpose back. Ronnie Hillman and Knowshon Moreno are smaller speed backs. We have one proven power back -- Willis McGahee. I've seen it speculated that he would be a cut. That seems foolish to me. Less but more impactful goal-line and third-and-1 carries seem more likely to me. Any insight on the Broncos' thinking in the backfield now that the picture is in focus? --Tony Ellsworth, Omaha
 McGahee does have a shot because, as you pointed out, his 235 pounds of power separates him from the others in the Broncos' stable of running backs. He is also by far the most accomplished NFL back.
 But McGahee is vulnerable because he 31 at the ultimate young man's position, is coming off a knee-leg injury, and is scheduled to draw a $2.5 million salary.
 I've said this before: I can see the Broncos keeping either Moreno or McGahee but I'd be surprised if they keep both. The key for McGahee is whether Broncos coach John Fox trusts Hillman and Ball for an NFL workload. If Fox believes one or both needs more time, McGahee can again be the man for a third consecutive season. If Hillman and Ball come on quickly, I'm not sure McGahee would accept a No. 3 or 4 standing on the depth chart.
 Who will gain more yardage: Eddie Lacy or Montee Ball? --Michael, Basalt
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Good one. I'll say Lacy gains more in 2012 but Ball has more yards through 2017. My guess is Lacy will share the carries in Green Bay with another rookie, Johnathan Franklin while Ball will share with Moreno and Hillman in Denver.
 Both Green Bay and the Broncos operate pass-oriented offenses because they have top 5 quarterbacks in Aaron Rodgers and Peyton Manning. I do know the Broncos thought long and hard about taking Lacy with their No. 58 overall pick in the second round before concerns about his toe broke the tie in Ball's favor. Lacy went No. 61 to Green Bay. It will be natural for fans of Denver and Green Bay to compare the two backs through the years.
 Why doesn't Peyton Manning offer to take a paycut to help bring in free agents or have more cap space in case of injury to bring in players? Just curious. I remember John Elway would take paycuts to bring in players in their Super Bowl years. --Keith Smith, Spring Creek, Nev.
 For clarity, Elway didn't take a pay cut. He agreed to defer. Turned out, the Broncos decision to defer $29 million worth of salaries for Elway and Terrell Davis was against the salary-cap rules and the team was rather severely punished in terms of fines (nearly $2 million) and lost draft picks (two third rounders).
 I also think that when placed in the context of the revenues Manning helps bring to the league and the Broncos, he was underpaid last year at $18 million.
 Greetings from hot 'n muggy Florida. My question is on the Broncos uniforms. With all the talk about " Retro" and "throwback" uniforms out there, why don't the broncos break out the classic Orange n blue big "D" uniforms of the 70's and 80's? I'm watching the replay of the Broncos vs. Browns game and miss those colors. Besides... I would love to see Peyton Manning wearing it one time. --Frank, Florida
 Right now, the alternative Broncos uniform is the navy blue the team wore as their primary look from 1997 until last year, when they changed to a darker orange. There is a chance that if the Dallas Cowboys wear their home whites in the Week 5 game at Cowboys Stadium, the Broncos as the visiting team may wear their alternative navy blues. Otherwise, the team is establishing the darker orange as their home uniform. It will be all orange at home this year.

Page 14
                        

Alex Gibbs’ teaching technique with Broncos offensive line runs deep By Nick Groke The Denver Post June 4, 2013
 Alex Gibbs returned to the Broncos in May as a consultant for Denver’s offensive line under coordinator Adam Gase. John Fox said of Gibbs’ return to the Broncos: “He’ll be a good resource.”
 Fox has only ever coached against Gibbs. But the zone-blocking guru is well-known in Denver and around the NFL (or as well known as an offensive line coach can be). It was Gibbs’ guidance that helped Terrell Davis and John Elway stomp through defenses to two Super Bowls in the 1990s with coach Mike Shanahan.
 But what does it mean that Gibbs is a “good resource”? And what is his guidance really like?
 Check this video for a taste of how he coaches (and chews out) his offensive lines in the running game (warning, some of his salty language is NSFW):
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Dez Bryant vs. Demaryius Thomas: Superior receiver in Year 4? By Bucky Brooks NFL.com June 4, 2013
 General managers and scouts will often give top draft picks three seasons of playing time before making definitive judgments about their abilities. This is to allow blue-chip prospects enough time to hone their skills and fully maximize their immense potential. Given that premise, I thought it would be fun to check in on the first two receivers selected in the 2010 NFL Draft: Demaryius Thomas and Dez Bryant.
 In a draft-day surprise that shocked those who observed both players in college, Thomas was taken ahead of Bryant, picked 22nd overall by the Denver Broncos. Thomas, who tallied 120 receptions for 2,339 yards and 15 touchdowns during a stellar three-year career in Georgia Tech's option offense, was viewed as a dynamic athlete with tremendous potential. But scouts were concerned about his limited experience in a pro-style passing attack. Evaluators wondered if he would be able to follow in the footsteps of fellow Georgia Tech product Calvin Johnson by developing into an elite receiver despite his lack of exposure to the complexities of the NFL-style game.
 Bryant, selected 24th overall by the Dallas Cowboys, missed most of his final season at Oklahoma State after being ruled ineligible by the NCAA. However, he was widely considered the top receiver in the 2010 class after putting up stellar numbers as a collegian. He tantalized scouts with his remarkable combination of size, speed and ball skills. Although there were plenty of concerns about his character and off-the-field demeanor, most observers believed his talent outweighed the risk, especially in a league that was placing an increasing emphasis on the passing game.
 Now that we have three years of game tape to assess, I thought this would be a great time to take a look at how well Thomas and Bryant have progressed. Which receiver will ultimately prove to be the crown jewel of the 2010 class? Here are my thoughts:
 Ball skills
 There has been a seismic shift, size-wise, at the receiver position, fueled largely by teams' desires to expand the strike zone for the quarterback. Part of that expansion can be attributed to the size, athleticism and ball skills frequently displayed by big-
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bodied receivers. Bryant epitomizes this combination as he terrorizes opponents on the perimeter.
 Studying Bryant's performance from 2012, I marveled at his ability to come down with the contested catch. He frequently outleaped defenders on 50/50 balls down the field, displaying remarkable hand-eye coordination as he grabbed the pass. To take advantage of Bryant's stellar ball skills, the Cowboys will routinely target him on back-shoulder fades near the end zone. In the video clip to the right, taken from the Cowboys' matchup against the Washington Redskins, quarterback Tony Romo finds Bryant for an 11-yard score on a back-shoulder throw in a critical fourth-down situation. The fact that Romo targeted Bryant on a deliberately underthrown toss shows the unbelievable confidence he has in the young pass catcher's stellar ball skills.
 Thomas also demonstrates remarkable hands and ball skills as a big-bodied playmaker. He easily adjusts to errant throws on the perimeter, utilizing his superior size and athleticism to snag contested balls in traffic. Broncos quarterback Peyton Manning capitalizes on Thomas' skills by tossing the ball high and outside, giving his young playmaker a chance to reach over the outstretched arms of smaller defenders and grab the ball.
 Given Thomas' ability to expand the strike zone, it is not surprising that Manning frequently targets him in the red zone, where the condensed field forces the quarterback to make precise throws. The video clip to the right, taken from the Broncos' Week 17 win over the Kansas City Chiefs, demonstrates how Thomas' superb ball skills expand the strike zone. On the play, Thomas runs a skinny post behind the Chiefs' defense. An underneath defender is sitting directly in the throwing lane, but Manning, undeterred by the obstruction, tosses the ball high to the back of the end zone. Thomas overpowers his defender to create space and snatch the alley-oop for a 13-yard score.
 Advantage: Bryant
 Route running
 Precise route-running skills are routinely overlooked in the evaluation process, because coaches believe they can develop those skills through diligent work on the practice field. Coaches will stress the finer points of balance, body control and burst to help talented receivers create separation from defenders at the top of breaks. As I studied Bryant and Thomas, I saw a pair of young pass catchers who are, at this point, better athletes than route runners.
 Bryant, in particular, has yet to consistently display the necessary discipline to be able to defeat defenders with a wide array of fakes, stems and releases. Although
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he is routinely open over the middle of the field, a close examination of the game tape shows that his success is often a byproduct of his remarkable athleticism, not his polished route-running skills; he simply overwhelms defenders with his sheer talent.
 Of course, Bryant would find it easier to get open against elite cornerbacks if he were to pay closer attention to the details of route running. I'm not trying to minimize his immense talent, potential or production. However, it's clear that Bryant's route-running deficiencies were part of the reason Romo couldn't target him consistently earlier in his career. The duo showed better chemistry down the stretch in 2012, and the biggest reason for this was Bryant's moderate growth in this area.
 Thomas is also a work in progress as a route runner. He entered the NFL with limited experience in the passing game after playing in a triple-option offense at Georgia Tech, where he primarily ran vertical routes (go-route and post-routes) or quick screens and slants. That lack of experience led to a slow transition to the pro game, which contributed to his paltry numbers over his first two seasons.
 However, Thomas made significant strides in Year 3, with Manning coming over from Indianapolis. The veteran quarterback worked tirelessly with Thomas on the finer points of route running, to ensure the duo was on the same page in the passing game.
 This is apparent in the video clip above, taken from the Broncos' matchup against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Thomas, aligned on the right, is instructed to run a fade against Cover 2. On the play, he uses a crafty inside release to slip past the rolled-up corner, then quickly works to the outside, creating a window for Manning, who squeezes the ball through before the safety can get over the top. The fact that Thomas worked back outside might seem like a minute detail, but the added space was likely the difference between a completion and an interception.
 Advantage: Even
 Run after the catch
 The proliferation of the West Coast offense has prompted coaches and scouts to carefully examine receivers' running skills in the evaluation process, as offensive coordinators want receivers on the field who can transform short passes into big gains.
 Bryant shows exceptional running skills with the ball in his hands. He is a big, explosive athlete with the size, speed and strength to run past or through defenders in the open field. Most impressively, he is a fearless runner with the
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instincts and awareness to weave through traffic after snagging a quick slant or shallow crosser over the middle.
 In the video clip to the right, taken from the Cowboys' matchup against the New Orleans Saints, Bryant snatches a slant against tight man coverage, then races 58 yards for a score. The most impressive part of the catch-and-run was Bryant's display of strength as he ran through tacklers on the way to the end zone.
 Bryant's success as a runner can partly be attributed to the dynamic skills he has shown as a punt returner, an area in which he had flashes of brilliance as a rookie, when he averaged 14.2 yards per return and notched two return scores. Not only are those numbers on par with the production put up by perennial Pro Bowlers at the position, they're indicative of a player who is comfortable with the ball in his hands in the open field.
 Thomas is also a standout playmaker with the ball in his hands. He possesses the size, strength and speed to outrun or overpower defenders in space, and also has the natural running skills to slither through seams in traffic. These traits jumped off the tape; I'm convinced he is one of the most explosive runners that I've seen at the position.
 To capitalize on Thomas' skills as an open-field runner, the Broncos frequently get him the ball on a host of wide-receiver screens on the perimeter. This allows Manning to log the kinds of easy completions he needs to maintain his rhythm as a passer while providing Thomas with big-play opportunities in the open field.
 In the video clip to the right, taken from the Broncos' Week 1 matchup against the Pittsburgh Steelers, Thomas showcases his explosiveness as a runner, quickly snatching a "now" screen from Manning and weaving through multiple defenders en route to a 71-yard score. Few receivers in the NFL are capable of matching Thomas' explosive skills with the ball in his hands.
 Advantage: Thomas
 Explosiveness
 With NFL teams increasingly likely to build their offensive game plans around the passing attack, coaches expect elite receivers to routinely produce big plays on the perimeter. Whether it means chalking up first downs or putting the ball in the paint, top receivers must be able to deliver game-changing moments.
 Bryant has definitely developed into one of the most explosive receivers in the NFL; in 43 career games, he has totaled 44 receptions of 20-plus yards, 11 of which covered at least 40 yards. Additionally, Bryant has recorded 27 receiving touchdowns, including 12 scores in 2012 -- third-most in the NFL last season.
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Looking at Bryant's game on tape, I was surprised by his production on down-field routes. He has a knack for slipping past defenders on vertical routes, and his ability to deliver explosive plays fuels the Cowboys' offense. The Cowboys take advantage of those skills by frequently targeting Bryant on deep routes down the boundary.
 In the video clip to the right, taken from the Cowboys' Week 10 matchup against the Philadelphia Eagles, Bryant executes a clever stutter-go move to run past Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie for a 49-yard gain. The hesitation creates space -- and a huge window for Romo to squeeze the pass into along the sideline.
 After showing flashes of brilliance as a playmaker throughout his brief career, Thomas blossomed into one of the NFL's top big-play threats in 2012. He ranked behind only Calvin Johnson with 29 receptions of 20-plus yards, which included five receptions of 40 yards or more. Thomas' standout performance last season followed a spectacular finish to the 2011 campaign -- when Tim Tebow was at the helm.
 Breaking down Thomas' game tape, I was amazed at his versatility as a playmaker. He is a rare receiver who has both the speed to run past defenders on vertical routes and the running skills to turn short passes into huge gains. This makes him a threat to score from anywhere on the field -- which is a play caller's dream in the NFL.
 Advantage: Thomas
 Clutch factor
 Elite players have a knack for stepping up when the season is on the line. Prime-time performers show that they can carry the offensive load, if needed, while also displaying the confidence and composure to make plays against defenses designed to neutralize their effectiveness.
 Bryant has definitely shown those traits, despite playing for a Cowboys squad that has failed to reach the playoffs in each of the past three seasons. He single-handedly carried the offensive load for Dallas during the final half of the 2012 season, recording at least one touchdown in seven straight games down the stretch. Additionally, Bryant topped the 100-yard mark three times in that span, including a nine-catch, 224-yard effort in a narrow loss to the New Orleans Saints.
 While those performances certainly stand out on tape, Bryant's ability to come up with big plays in the game's waning moments was what caught my attention. He repeatedly made spectacular plays with the game on the line, and appeared to become Romo's primary weapon in critical moments.
 In this clip to the right, taken from a Week 14 game against the Cincinnati Bengals, Bryant comes down with a crucial 27-yard touchdown on a brilliant dig route over
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the middle. Although Romo and Bryant connected on those kinds of plays frequently over the season, the fact that they were able to make this play with the defense directing a double team toward the young star is a testament to his clutch skills, particularly when one considers that the Cowboys were attempting to rally from a fourth-quarter deficit.
 Thomas was just as productive as Bryant down the stretch. He notched four of his seven 100-yard games after the team's Week 7 bye and averaged 89.2 yards per game over the final 10 contests.
 Those numbers are part of a two-year trend in which Thomas has taken his game to another level when it has mattered most. In 2011, Thomas posted three 100-yard efforts over the final seven games, including the playoffs. Most importantly, he showed big-play ability, notching four 40-yard receptions in those games -- along with that walk-off touchdown against the Pittsburgh Steelers in the wild-card round.
 Advantage: Bryant
 Conclusion
 The comparison between Thomas and Bryant is as close as any I've made since starting the "Who's Better?" series a year ago. Both players have developed into Pro Bowl-caliber threats who are on the verge of joining the ranks of the elite at their position.
 While Thomas certainly has earned the respect of his peers and fans, as evidenced by his Pro Bowl selection, I believe Bryant is the better overall player at this point. He is a dominant playmaker with all of the tools that scouts covet in a No. 1 receiver. Now, he still needs to take his game to another level, but he has started to show signs of being a transcendent superstar. I think he'll emerge as a top-five player this season.
 That certainly doesn't diminish the ascension of Thomas to the upper echelon of NFL receivers, but the fact that Eric Decker also enjoyed a phenomenal season with Manning under center suggests that the Broncos' quarterback and the system are chiefly responsible for the receivers' production. If Thomas continues to string spectacular seasons together, he will get the recognition he deserves. But if I had to build a passing game around either Bryant or Thomas right now, I would opt for Bryant.
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Julius Thomas emerges as new weapon for Peyton Manning The Associated Press June 4, 2013
 ENGLEWOOD, Colo. (AP) — The most intriguing new face turning heads at the Denver Broncos' offseason workouts isn't Montee Ball or Sylvester Williams. It's third-year tight end Julius Thomas.
 The 6-5, 255-pound former power forward is finally healthy after spending the bulk of his first two seasons with the Denver Broncos dealing with a bum right ankle.
 Treating every practice like it's game day, Thomas is finally flashing the skills that made him an attractive prospect coming out of Portland State in 2011 even though he had played just one season of college football.
 Last week, he outraced the safeties and hauled in a 50-yard TD pass from Peyton Manning. This week, he stretched out his long, lean body for a one-handed grab in the flat before weaving his way into the end zone.
 "It feels great. I mean, just being able to go out there, and run around, and feel healthy," Thomas said. "For so long, I feel like I was dragging a leg around. Just to go out there and feel like I'm playing at a high level, it's really encouraging and I feel blessed."
 "I'm not surprised by what he's doing," cornerback Champ Bailey said. "He's been doing that for the last two years, it is just getting that opportunity to do it with the first team and getting some reps there. That is great because he has the talent. It's just all about learning how to play this game and the mental part of it. We've seen him mature a lot over the past two years. I'm looking forward to seeing him get more reps this year."
 Thomas was a power forward at Portland State who was a bully in the blocks, swatting 62 shots and pulling down 520 rebounds while leading the Vikings to two NCAA tournament appearances.
 But basketball wasn't really in his blood. He said he never quite felt like the hardwood was really his canvas, figuring he'd be more at home pulling down passes than rebounds, blocking linebackers instead of shots.
 So, once he exhausted his basketball eligibility, and with one scholarship season left, he contacted Vikings football coach Nigel Burton about stepping onto the football field for the first time.
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Thomas was a quick study, catching 29 passes for 453 yards and earning All-Big Sky Conference first-team honors. His stock soared at the East-West Shrine Game, where he captured the attention of scouts with his athleticism and grabbed a 5-yard TD pass.
 That was enough to entice the Broncos into selecting him in the fourth round that year, hoping they'd discovered in Thomas the next Antonio Gates, who made a smooth transition from the basketball court at Kent State to the football field and became a perennial Pro Bowler for the San Diego Chargers.
 Thomas said his basketball background helped him navigate the crash course of NFL football. He makes split-second decisions, deciphers defenses, anticipates the action, adjusts on the fly just like he did on the basketball floor. He said shielding a defensive back to give the quarterback an opening is just like posting up a player under the basket to give the point guard a clear passing lane.
 But Thomas injured his right ankle on his first — and so far only — reception of his pro career, and after working out with Manning after the quarterback's arrival in Denver in March 2012, he discovered he needed an operation that sidelined him again.
 He's played just nine games in his NFL career.
 In this era of ever bigger tight ends like New England's Rob Gronkowski and offensive mainstays like Gates, Thomas said he can fit right in.
 "In my mind, I can do the same kinds of things they can," he said.
 If he can stay healthy, he'll get the chance to prove it this season.
 Thomas is getting more work than he expected this offseason, especially in the passing game, because Joel Dreessen recently underwent arthroscopic knee surgery and won't be back until training camp in late July.
 "It's been a good deal for Julius in the sense that he gets more opportunities and more reps," coach John Fox said. "He's a guy that we have a good feeling about his abilities. Now it's just a matter of getting him in there, and this gives him a good opportunity."
 He's making the most of it, compiling his own highlight reel of jaw-dropping plays.
 "I'm proud for him because he came in and when he first started, everybody thought he was going to be a great player and then he got injured and had his ups and downs, but I knew he was going to be good, because he was a basketball player and most of the basketball players that play football can play," wide receiver Demaryius Thomas said. "To see him out here doing the things he's doing is

Page 23
                        

amazing. I knew he had it and I just feel like he can help us out and is just going to get better and better once he keeps practicing with Peyton and everybody else."
 Manning loves having another big receiver lining up with him.
 "He's a great athlete. A big target. If you can't complete a ball to Julius as a quarterback, something is wrong with you," Manning said. "He has a great wingspan and great size and jumping ability. I think he's just continuing to get better for us."
 Thomas made the most of his late start in college football and he aims to do the same in the NFL now that his right ankle is mended.
 "It's been a frustrating experience but I try not to focus on that," Thomas said. "It's just about making it to the next day, the next play and coming out here and trying to improve, and really, that's where all my focus is now. I'm doing what I can to get better."
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Roger Goodell plans to expand NFL presence in London By Chris Wesseling NFL.com June 4, 2013
 With both London games already sold out this season, NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell has visions of expanding the league's overseas schedule in the future.
 Goodell revealed Tuesday at a New York University conference that the NFL is planning to add a third London game each year. In fact, Goodell told the New York Post's Bart Hubbuch that there's a chance the Jacksonville Jaguars will begin playing two games annually in London.
 The league's goal is to eventually place an NFL team in London. Now that many English Premier League teams have upgraded their stadiums, football games can be played at other venues beyond Wembley Stadium. As London mayor Boris Johnson likes to point out, the $780 million stadium constructed for the 2012 Olympics does not have a permanent tenant.
 Could we be watching the London Jaguars by the end of the decade? It's not out of the question, although the Jaguars might not be too excited about the idea.
 Vito Stellino of The Florida Times-Union reported Tuesday that a Jaguars spokesman told him about London: "Our focus is on one game per year. We are committed to play there the next four years. That's all we're thinking about."
 Other highlights from Goodell's appearance, per Hubbuch:
 » The NFL will not return to Los Angeles until the "right stadium situation" develops. In the meantime, other teams can continue to wield the possibility of moving to Los Angeles as leverage for their own stadium deals.
 » The NFL will be prepared for any weather contingency at Super Bowl XLVIII in New York/New Jersey. "I expect it to be cold, and we're going to embrace that," Goodell said, adding that fans will have access to "warming huts" and electric warming devices at their seats.
 » The NFL welcomes a bigger presence from Jay-Z and his Roc Nation Sports agency "as long as he goes through the proper channels."
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NFL plans to expand presence in London By Scooby Axson SportsIllustrated.com June 4, 2013
 The NFL is looking to expand its global reach even further by planning to add a third London game to the schedule each season, reports NFL.com.
 Commissioner Roger Goodell spoke at a New York University conference Tuesday, where he revealed those plans.
 The league wants to eventually put a franchise in London. But before that happens, the NFL must find places to play the game. Wembley Stadium is a possibility and a $780 million stadium constructed for the 2012 Olympics sits empty without a permanent sports tenant.
 This season, the NFL will play two games in London.
 Wembley Stadium will play host to the Minnesota Vikings and Pittsburgh Steelers on Sept. 29 and the Jacksonville Jaguars will take on the San Francisco 49ers on Oct. 27.
 As for the possibility of the Jaguars becoming the franchise to move to England, one representative of the team was not quite sure.
 A Jaguars spokesman said Tuesday that “our focus is on one game per year we are committed to play there the next four years. That’s all we’re thinking about.”
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Williams, Wolfe Bond Over Work Ethic Gray Caldwell DenverBroncos.com June 4, 2013
 ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- As soon as Sylvester Williams arrived in Denver, Defensive Coordinator Jack Del Rio already knew who the rookie defensive tackle reminded him of.
 Last year, a young defensive lineman named Derek Wolfe stepped into Dove Valley and immediately made an impact. By the end of his rookie season, he had started every game and finished third on the team with six sacks.
 "Both of these young men, you’ve watched them come in the building — they both have approached it very similarly," Del Rio said during the team's rookie minicamp. "Come in kind of determined, serious, mature in their approach. I think you’re going to see Sylvester be able to come in and impact us in a similar way."
 It only makes sense that the two linemen have bonded quickly.
 Wolfe, who has taken it upon himself to step up as a leader in year two, said he has taken Williams under his wing as the former University of North Carolina Tar Heel makes the transition to the pros.
 “He’s got a ton of potential and he wants to learn," Wolfe said. "So I just tell him, 'Hey, just come with me.' When we’re lifting he’s with me and on the sidelines he comes over and he stands by me. He’s really good at learning and he’s doing a really good job.”
 Williams said Wolfe was a player he immediately knew he wanted to seek out once the rookies joined the veterans in the club's offseason conditioning program.
 "When I first came in he was one of the guys that I kind of keyed in on as a guy that I was going to stick behind him because I knew he was going to do the right thing," he said.
 The biggest lesson he's learning from his fellow lineman is the importance of hard work. That's not a foreign concept to Williams, whose drive paved the way from factory worker to junior college standout to a key cog in the Carolina defense and eventually a first-round pick.
 "The thing I take from him is play hard all the time," Williams said. "He’s a hard-nosed type of guy and he gives 100 percent to everything he does. In the weight
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room, this is the kind of guy that’s doing extra reps and some guys are struggling to get all the reps they’re supposed to do."
 The weight room is where Williams feels his work to step into the NFL game begins. He said his work with "Coach Luke" -- Strength and Conditioning Coach Luke Richesson -- has been one of the most important aspects of the OTA period.
 Another is his work in the film room.
 Defensive tackle Kevin Vickerson said Williams needs to work on his technique using his hands, because when he uses his hands, he can "dominate." The rookie has taken that advice to heart, "watching as much film as (he) can" to pick up on offensive keys so that he can simply react instead of hesitating to read the play before he gets his hands on the offensive linemen in front of him.
 “I definitely see myself getting better every day," Williams said. "Every day I say, OK, something I didn’t do as well the day before, I feel myself getting better. So it’s a steady progress."
 That work ethic isn't lost on Williams' teammates or his defensive coordinator.
 "That is what I like about the way he’s started here, that he’s come in here very determined, very serious, very mature, very much about his business," Del Rio said. "That is good for all of us.”
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Fast-Paced Defense By Brandon Moree DenverBroncos.com June 4, 2013
 ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- Much ado has been made about the Broncos' desire to quicken the pace offensively. They want to run more plays per game, get things moving faster. But that faster tempo doesn't just affect the offensive players. It puts a little more stress on the players trying to defend that faster offense in practice as well. Safety David Bruton noted that the defense showed some weakness last year against teams that played at a quick pace, specifically against the New England Patriots, who led the league in plays per game. But the chance to practice at a quicker pace, he said, has been helpful in the defense's preparation for this season. "With our offense going at such a fast pace, we have no choice but to get it right or they're going to tear us up as well," Bruton said. "We definitely feel that it is beneficial. We definitely feel like we'll be ready for any team that comes out with a fast pace, and seeing as how that's a part of the NFL today, we're going to see it a lot." Bruton explained that the tempo can disrupt the defense in several different ways. A faster tempo demands that the defense communicates more quickly and thoroughly as it leaves a smaller window for error. Cornerback Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie said that the best way to combat those disruptions is to simply defend speed with speed. "You have to think faster," Rodgers-Cromartie said. "It is helping me work and just understand the tempo and going out and playing fast. It has allowed me to play fast and be competitive." Now into the third week of OTAs, the defense is adjusting to the pace of the offense and already noticing improvement. "You see it week to week, day to day, in just how much more comfortable we are with it as a defense," Bruton said. "The first day, especially in the red zone, [the offense was] going fast pace and we didn't play as well as we wanted to. But the next day, we got used to it and got more comfortable with it.
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"We just keep making strides to that fast-paced offense, in getting used to it, and playing a fast-paced defense." The more comfortable the defense feels playing against its own offense, the more comfortable it will be when lined up against another team. "There are a lot of things that can go wrong," Bruton said. "But as long as we have an idea and we know the signals so that we, as a defensive secondary, we can just look over and we know that we don't have to rely on the linebackers -- it's definitely going to do nothing but bode well for us."
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Destination Denver for NFL Free Agents By Mike Morris DenverBroncos.com June 4, 2013
 ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- On the heels of a pair of AFC West titles, a league-best 13-3 record in the 2012 regular season and the addition of one of the most coveted quarterbacks in NFL history, the wave of orange and blue exhilaration that has captivated the city of Denver over the past 14 months has also washed over free agents across the NFL. The resurgence of Broncos football is not only being felt in the Rocky Mountain region. It's resounding throughout the NFL, as a contingent of sought-after free agents have already chosen Denver as their destination to compete for a championship -- and their former teammates certainly aren't faulting their decisions. "Just coming from the teams I've been on and still being in contact with those guys, they are all saying the same thing: 'You guys are stacked over there,'" newly signed cornerback Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie said after Tuesday's OTA practice session. "(We are) looking to do good things this year and we know the expectations here." Rodgers-Cromartie is part of the lengthy lineup of free agents who have signed with Denver since Peyton Manning 's March 2012 signing sent shockwaves through the football universe. Manning and Rodgers-Cromartie have been joined by Wes Welker , Shaun Phillips
 , Jacob Tamme , Joel Dreessen , Mike Adams , Quentin Jammer , Terrence Knighton and Louis Vasquez -- to name a few -- as free agents who have stepped on with the Broncos in the past 14 months. "They came here to win, they came here to compete, they came here to get a role on a potentially great team," safety David Bruton said on Tuesday in reference to the free agents who have joined the team. Free agents like Manning, Tamme, Dreessen and Adams were key factors to the Broncos' successes in the 2012 season, and as the Broncos have added more talent to an already talented roster, Denver's perception as being one of the most desirable places to play has only risen.
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"I kind of figured that on the visit just getting a feel for coaches and how they were talking and just looking at where they came from last year, the things they did and how they are rising and building," Rodgers-Cromartie said in reference to how the opportunity to win influenced his decision. "I just wanted to come here and try to be a part of it." Each passing addition has also caused expectation levels to rise from already Rocky Mountain heights. "I feel like the guys definitely think it's a great place to be," Bruton said. "Just how the organization is run and how the guys who were already here, myself included, we know what it's like. We have a taste in our mouths of what we have to do to get to a certain point, but we know that what we did last year is not enough, so we always push more and more." Ultimately, it's a contingent of players who are united in their abilities to contribute -- and in their unyielding hunger for a Super Bowl. "I think everybody that is coming in, you can put our heads together as far as just experience and what we know from the game and try to get with everybody else, try to get what they know from the game, help out each other and just go out and compete every day," Rodgers-Cromartie said.
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In This Week…In 1966—The Merger Jim Saccomano DenverBroncos.com June 4, 2013
 Continuing my blogs that are taking a look back at an historical moment involving the Denver Broncos, this week we look back at the single greatest event that guaranteed the future viability of the Denver Broncos.
 The merger between the established National Football League and the upstart, expansion American Football League became official on June 8, 1966, 47 years ago this week.
 By 1966 the rivalry between the two leagues had reached its all-time critical point.
 In early April AFL Commissioner Joe Foss resigned and his successor was Al Davis, the head coach and general manager of the Oakland Raiders. Davis started to recruit players already on NFL team, with that strategy focusing on quarterbacks in particular, and within two months he had talked seven NFL quarterbacks into switching over to AFL teams.
 I was a high school student and ardent Broncos fan at that time, and I can remember how exciting it was to listen to Bronco radio voice Bob Martin’s radio show every night, with Bob giving the details of the latest NFL quarterback to jump.
 Exciting to fans, and Davis’s plan had the intention of helping the AFL win the bidding war for players in which the two leagues were engaged—but in fact, most owners in both leagues saw his plan as an escalation of hostilities that was negative to pro football in general.
 The only real, common sense solution was a merger between the leagues, and in fact secret meetings had been taking place for several months. Even as Davis was named commissioner, involving the most level heads in pro football at that time—Lamar Hunt, founder of the AFL and owner of the Kansas City Chiefs, and Tex Schramm, general manager of the Dallas Cowboys. Schramm and Hunt had between the two of them approached many owners to discuss merger and even held a series of secret meeting in Dallas—where Hunt maintained his residence—discussing the rapidly escalating player costs and the increasingly common practice of poaching players.
 By the end of May the two sides had completed the basic principles for a merger, and pro football peach came to the landscape with the June 8 merger announcement.
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The full merger was complete by 1970, the year of one unified National Football League, with Pete Rozelle as commissioner and the Denver Broncos as members of the NFL in the Western Division of the American Football Conference.
 To this day, the AFC West is the only division that still exists with its original four teams—originally the Broncos, Oakland Raiders, Los Angeles Chargers and Dallas Texans.
 The Broncos are the only team in the AFC West that has never moved to another city for any period of time or changed the team nickname.
 Ever a contrarian, Davis felt that the AFL could have won the war without a merger and opposed the fact that the AFL had to pay out $18 million to the NFL owners, spread out over a 20-year period.
 Al Davis protested strongly and eventually resigned in late July 1966 rather than remain until the completion of the merger.
 The AFL became the only pro football league to successfully compete with the NFL, and all 10 AFL franchises were absorbed into the NFL. This was a very big deal in Denver, which was one of the smaller cities and not in a heavily populated geographic area—there would not have been expansion to Denver anytime imaginable, so being absorbed into the NFL was critical for the Broncos.
 The result of the pro football merger 47 years ago this week was a 26-team league—now at 32, of course, with additional expansion—with television rights that have blossomed into the greatest TV contract in pro sports history.
 Every Gallup or Harris poll taken from the mid-1960’s to the present has shown pro football as the most popular sport in America, by far, and the numbers make the NFL the most popular sports league in American history.
 In future blogs, I will take a look at some of the ways that the American Football League, and yes, the Denver Broncos, helped to influence the entire growth and development of pro football.
 Looking at the legacy of the AFL will be fascinating for readers, I hope, but for now, if anyone was wondering what ever might have happened this week in history for the Broncos, it was the week that guaranteed the future.
 And fans continue to respond to the Broncos Country love affair.
 The Broncos and our fans began a sellout streak with that first game as members of the NFL in 1970—it is a sellout streak that will see its 44th consecutive year in 2013.
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The AFL was the greatest and most significant expansion league in American history, and its survival was guaranteed with handshakes and signatures 47 years ago this week.
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