
best running back in history

best running back in history is a topic that stirs much debate among football enthusiasts, analysts, and
historians alike. The position of running back has been pivotal in shaping the dynamics of American football,
with numerous athletes leaving an indelible mark on the game. From record-breaking rushing yards to game-
changing agility and versatility, the criteria for determining the best running back in history encompass various
aspects. This article explores the legends who have defined the position, analyzing their career achievements,
impact on the sport, and unique skills. Additionally, it delves into the evolution of the running back role and
how modern players compare to past icons. To provide a comprehensive overview, the discussion will cover
historical greats, statistical milestones, and the qualities that elevate a running back to legendary status.

Criteria for Evaluating the Best Running Back in History

Legendary Running Backs and Their Achievements

Statistical Milestones and Records

The Evolution of the Running Back Position

Impact on the Game and Legacy

Criteria for Evaluating the Best Running Back in History

Determining the best running back in history requires a multifaceted approach that considers various
performance metrics, skills, and intangible qualities. The evaluation often includes rushing yards, touchdowns,
yards per carry, receiving ability, durability, and influence on team success. Furthermore, adaptability to
different play styles and contributions to critical moments in games are significant factors. The running back
position demands a combination of speed, vision, power, and agility, which must be assessed alongside
statistical output to gauge overall greatness.

Statistical Performance

Rushing yards and touchdowns are primary indicators of a running back's effectiveness. However, yards per
carry and receiving yards also highlight versatility and efficiency. Longevity and consistency over multiple
seasons contribute to a player’s statistical legacy, showcasing sustained excellence rather than brief peaks.

Impact and Intangibles

Beyond numbers, leadership, clutch performances, and the ability to change the momentum of games are critical.
The best running backs often elevate their teams, inspire teammates, and thrive under pressure. These intangible
qualities differentiate great players from the best running back in history.

Legendary Running Backs and Their Achievements

Several running backs have etched their names in NFL history through remarkable achievements and
unforgettable careers. This section highlights some of the most iconic figures who are frequently mentioned in
discussions about the best running back in history.



Jim Brown

Jim Brown is often regarded as the quintessential running back, dominating the NFL in the 1950s and 1960s. His
combination of size, speed, and power revolutionized the position, and he led the league in rushing yards eight
times during his nine-season career. Brown’s impact extended beyond statistics, as he set a standard for
excellence and toughness.

Barry Sanders

Known for his electrifying agility and elusive running style, Barry Sanders consistently baffled defenses
throughout the 1990s. He amassed over 15,000 rushing yards in his ten-year career while maintaining an
impressive yards-per-carry average. Sanders' ability to evade tackles and make explosive plays places him
among the elite running backs in history.

Emmitt Smith

Emmitt Smith holds the NFL record for most career rushing yards, a testament to his durability and
effectiveness. His consistent production helped the Dallas Cowboys secure three Super Bowl titles during the
1990s. Smith combined vision, balance, and toughness, making him a model of efficiency and longevity at the
running back position.

Statistical Milestones and Records

Statistics provide objective measures to compare running backs across eras. The best running back in history
often holds or approaches significant NFL records, reflecting their dominance and impact on the game.

Rushing Yards and Touchdowns

Rushing yards and touchdowns are fundamental metrics for evaluating running backs. Emmitt Smith leads with
over 18,000 rushing yards, followed by other legends who have surpassed the 10,000-yard mark.
Touchdowns scored by running backs also highlight scoring ability, with players like LaDainian Tomlinson
setting records for rushing touchdowns in a season.

Yards Per Carry and Versatility

Efficiency metrics such as yards per carry demonstrate a running back's ability to maximize each opportunity.
Barry Sanders' career average of over 5 yards per carry exemplifies this efficiency. Additionally, receiving
yards and the ability to contribute in the passing game have become increasingly important, showcasing
versatility in modern offenses.

The Evolution of the Running Back Position

The role of the running back has evolved significantly since the inception of professional football.
Understanding this evolution provides context for evaluating the best running back in history by comparing
players from different eras.



Traditional Power Backs

Early running backs like Jim Brown and Walter Payton were known for their power and physicality, often
serving as the offensive focal point. These players excelled in grinding out tough yards and dominating defensive
fronts.

Modern Dual-Threat Backs

Contemporary running backs often possess a dual-threat capability, excelling in both rushing and receiving.
Players such as Marshall Faulk and Christian McCaffrey embody this trend, reflecting the increasing
complexity and speed of modern offenses.

Impact on the Game and Legacy

The best running back in history not only achieves personal success but also influences the sport and inspires
future generations. Legacy includes contributions to team victories, cultural impact, and the advancement of
the running back position.

Team Success and Championships

Many of history’s greatest running backs have contributed significantly to their teams’ championship runs.
Emmitt Smith’s role in the Dallas Cowboys’ three Super Bowl victories exemplifies how elite running backs can
elevate team performance on the biggest stages.

Cultural and Historical Significance

Players like Jim Brown broke racial barriers and used their platform to advocate for social change, extending
their legacy beyond football. The cultural impact of these athletes enhances their standing as the best running
back in history.

Influence on Future Generations

Legendary running backs have inspired countless athletes through their playing style, work ethic, and
professionalism. Their impact endures in how the running back position is taught and valued at all levels of the
sport.

Jim Brown – Dominance and pioneering legacy

Barry Sanders – Elusiveness and efficiency

Emmitt Smith – Record-breaking consistency

Marshall Faulk – Versatility and dual-threat excellence

Walter Payton – Endurance and all-around skill



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered the best running back in NFL history?

Many consider Jim Brown the best running back in NFL history due to his dominant performance, six MVP awards,
and being a three-time NFL rushing champion during his career from 1957 to 1965.

What achievements make Jim Brown the best running back of all time?

Jim Brown led the league in rushing yards eight times, was a three-time MVP, and retired with numerous NFL
records. His combination of power, speed, and agility set a standard for future running backs.

How does Barry Sanders compare to other all-time great running backs?

Barry Sanders is regarded as one of the most electrifying running backs due to his elusive running style and
consistency. He rushed for over 15,000 yards, was a 10-time Pro Bowler, and is often mentioned alongside Jim
Brown and Walter Payton as the best in history.

Is Emmitt Smith considered the best running back in NFL history based on
statistics?

Emmitt Smith holds the NFL record for most career rushing yards and rushing touchdowns, making a strong
statistical case for being the best running back in history. His durability and consistency helped the Dallas
Cowboys win three Super Bowls in the 1990s.

What qualities define the best running backs in history?

The best running backs in history typically possess a blend of vision, speed, power, agility, consistency, and
durability. They also contribute to their teams' success, often earning multiple Pro Bowl selections, MVP
awards, and sometimes championships.

Additional Resources
1. "The Greatest Ground Gainers: Legends of the Running Back Position"
This book delves into the careers of the most iconic running backs in football history. It highlights their unique
skills, memorable moments, and the impact they had on the game. Through detailed analysis and interviews,
readers gain insight into what made these athletes stand out on the field.

2. "Rushing Royalty: The Untold Stories of Football’s Best Running Backs"
An exploration of the personal and professional lives of the greatest running backs ever to play the game. The
book offers behind-the-scenes anecdotes and challenges these players faced throughout their careers. It
celebrates their perseverance and dedication to excellence.

3. "Yards After Contact: The Art and Science of Being a Running Back"
Focusing on the techniques and physical demands of the running back position, this book explains what
separates the best from the rest. It includes contributions from coaches, trainers, and former players, offering
a comprehensive look at the position’s evolution. Readers learn about training regimens and mental toughness
required to succeed.

4. "Hall of Fame Runners: Profiles of Football’s Elite"
This collection profiles the running backs who have been inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. Each
chapter focuses on a different player, detailing their career milestones, signature plays, and legacy. It provides
a historical perspective on how the role of running backs has changed over the decades.



5. "Breaking Tackles and Records: The Rise of the Modern Running Back"
The book chronicles the transformation of the running back position in the modern era of football. It highlights
players who redefined the role with speed, power, and versatility. Readers get an inside look at how offensive
strategies have evolved to maximize their talents.

6. "The Running Back’s Playbook: Strategies from the Legends"
This detailed guide combines storytelling with tactical insights from some of the best running backs in history.
It breaks down famous plays, running styles, and training tips. Aspiring athletes and fans alike will appreciate
the blend of history and practical knowledge.

7. "Iron Legs: The Endurance and Excellence of Football’s Best Backs"
Exploring the physical and mental endurance required to excel as a running back, this book profiles players
known for their durability and consistency. It discusses injury prevention, recovery, and the mindset necessary
to sustain a long and successful career. The narrative inspires readers to appreciate the toughness behind the
glory.

8. "Legends on the Gridiron: The Stories Behind the Greatest Running Backs"
This book offers a narrative-driven look at the lives and careers of legendary running backs. Through vivid
storytelling, it captures their triumphs, struggles, and the cultural impact they had beyond the field. It’s a
celebration of their contributions to football and sports history.

9. "From the Backfield to Immortality: Celebrating Football’s Top Rushers"
Highlighting the journey from rookie to superstar, this book celebrates the careers of football’s top rushers.
It includes personal interviews, career highlights, and analyses of their signature moves. The book serves as
both a tribute and a detailed record of excellence in the running back position.
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W. Cohen, 2020-09-15 In The 50 Greatest Players in Chicago Bears History, sports historian Robert
W. Cohen ranks the top 50 players ever to perform for one of the NFL's most historic franchises.
This work includes quotes from the subjects themselves and former teammates, photos, recaps of
memorable performances and greatest individual seasons, as well as a statistical summary of each
player's career with the Bears. The Bears' best are profiled here in what is bound to be a much
discussed book among the team's broad fan base. An added bonus are the honorable mentions, the
next 25 players who have contributed to the Bears' astounding run as one of America's great sports
teams.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in San Francisco 49ers History Robert
W. Cohen, 2021-08-20 The San Francisco 49ers have one of the best records in NFL history, with 20
division championships, seven conference championships, and five Super Bowl championships.
Robert Cohen ranks what he believes are the greatest players from 1-50, with a few honorable
mentions--
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Denver Broncos History Mike Klis,
2017-11 The 50 Greatest Players in Denver Broncos History ranks the top 50 players in team history.
Along the way, find quotes from the subjects themselves and former teammates as well as statistical
summaries of each player’s careers with the Broncos. From Hall of Fame players such as John
Elway, Floyd Little, and Shannon Sharpe to forgotten greats such as Rulon Jones and Lionel Taylor,
the Broncos’ best are profiled here in what is bound to be a much-discussed book among the team’s
broad fan base.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Cleveland Browns History Robert W.
Cohen, 2022-11 Veteran sports writer Robert W. Cohen examines the careers of the 50 men who
made the greatest impact on the Cleveland Browns, one of the National Football League’s oldest and
most iconic franchises.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Minnesota Vikings History Robert W.
Cohen, 2021-09 Sports historian Robert W. Cohen ranks the top 50 players ever to perform for one
of the NFL's most historic franchise. This book includes quotes from the subjects themselves and
former teammates, photos, recaps of memorable performances and greatest individual seasons, as
well as a statistical summary of each player's career with the Vikings. Also featured are honorable
mentions, the next 30 players who have contributed to the Vikings' run as one of America's great
sports teams--
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Cincinnati Bengals History Robert W.
Cohen, 2024-10 An examination of the careers of the 50 men who made the greatest impact on one
of the NFL’s most dynamic franchises. Quotes from opposing players and former teammates are
provided, as are summaries of each player’s greatest season, most memorable performances, and
most notable achievements.
  best running back in history: Football's Top 10 Running Backs Barry Wilner, 2013-10
Lightning-quick moves. Speed. Tenacity. Power. These are just some of the qualities of football's
greatest running backs. All ten of the players (Jerome Bettis, Jim Brown, Eric Dickerson, Tony
Dorsett, Franco Harris, Curtis Martin, Walter Payton, Barry Sanders, Emmitt Smith, LaDainian
Tomlinson) in this book have left their mark on the sport of football. Some are Super Bowl
champions while others are record-holders. From yesterday's heroes to today's stars, author Barry
Wilner lists ten of the greatest running backs to have ever played football.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Plays in Chicago Bears Football History Lew
Freedman, 2008-08-01 In a series that explores the logic-defying comebacks and tough losses, the
dramatic interceptions, fumbles, game-winning field goals, and touchdowns that shape a fan’s
greatest memories of their beloved team, this book does not disappoint as the ultimate collector’s
item for Bears fans. It chronicles the most famous moments in Chicago football history, including
Gale Sayers's six-touchdown day against the 49ers, Walter Payton's 275-yard performance in 1977,
Devin Hester's Super Bowl XLI kickoff return, and the dominating team performance of Super Bowl
XX. The descriptions of each play are accompanied with game information and quotes from



participants, players, and observers with firsthand accounts.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Buffalo Bills History Robert W.
Cohen, 2023-09-08 An examination of the careers of the 50 Buffalo Bills players who have made the
greatest impact on one of the National Football League’s most iconic franchises. Quotes from
opposing players and former teammates are provided along the way, as are summaries of each
player’s greatest season, most memorable performances, and most notable achievements.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Green Bay Packers History
Robert W. Cohen, 2018-09 The 50 Greatest Players in Green Bay Packers History examines the
careers of the 50 men who made the greatest impact on one of the National Football League’s most
iconic and successful franchises. Using as measuring sticks the degree to which they impacted the
fortunes of the team, the extent to which they added to the Packers legacy of excellence, and the
levels of statistical compilation and overall dominance they attained while wearing a Packers
uniform, The 50 Greatest Players in Green Bay Packers History ranks, from 1 to 50, the top 50
players in team history. Quotes from opposing players and former teammates are provided along the
way, as are summaries of each player’s greatest season, most memorable performances, and most
notable achievements
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Detroit Lions History Robert W.
Cohen, 2025-09-02 A ranking of the top 50 players ever to play for the Detroit Lions, based on the
degree to which they impacted the fortunes of the team, the extent to which they added to the Lions
legacy, and the levels of statistical compilation and overall dominance they attained.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Philadelphia Eagles History Robert
W. Cohen, 2019-08-26 Examines the careers of the 50 men who made the greatest impact on the
Philadelphia Eagles. Includes summaries of each player's greatest season, most memorable
performances, and most notable achievements, with photos throughout--
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Pittsburgh Steelers History
Robert W. Cohen, 2019-08-26 Examines the careers of the 50 men who made the greatest impact on
one of the NFL's most iconic and successful franchises--
  best running back in history: 100 Things Chiefs Fans Should Know & Do Before They Die
Matt Fulks, 2020-09-01 Whether you're a die-hard booster from the days of Hank Stram and Len
Dawson or a newer supporter of Andy Reid and Patrick Mahomes, these are the 100 things all
Kansas City Chiefs fans needs to know and do in their lifetime. The book contains every essential
piece of Chiefs knowledge and trivia as well as must-do activities, and ranks them all from one to
100. With an entertaining and easy-to-follow checklist for readers use to track their progress, 100
Things Chiefs Fans Should Know & Do Before They Die is the ultimate resources guide for true
diehards.
  best running back in history: Mark Rosen's Book of Minnesota Sports Lists Mark Rosen, Jim
Bruton, 2014-03-15 Beloved sportscaster Mark Rosen presents a handpicked collection of
fascinating sports memories from a range of athletes, journalists, and other prominent Minnesota
voices. The Minnesota sports universe is filled with star players, memorable moments (good and
bad), and controversial decisions that have long sparked debate and discussion among fans. In Mark
Rosen’s Book of Minnesota Sports Lists, local broadcasting legend Mark Rosen and co-author Jim
Bruton present their own expert opinions and poll the biggest names from Minnesota and beyond to
resolve those debates and provide the ultimate rankings of every sports question facing the
Minnesota fan. No aspect of sport in Minnesota is left unturned, and Rosen includes the good, the
bad, and the ugly from all levels of play: professional, college, high school, amateur, and
recreational. Spanning the gamut of statewide sports—mascots, uniforms, sportswriters, movies and
TV, sporting sites, and more—Rosen and Bruton explore the greatest on-field accomplishments, the
biggest front-office gaffes, the forgotten heroes, the blown calls, and the scandals. Drawing from
timeless Minnesota sports figures that include coaching legends, top athletes, journalists, and
prominent public figures, the more than 100 lists included in Mark Rosen’s Book of Minnesota
Sports Lists will fascinate, infuriate, and invigorate Minnesota sports fans of all ages and passions.



  best running back in history: Who's Better, Who's Best in Football? Steve Silverman,
2009-09-01 Who are the best quarterbacks in NFL history? How about running backs? Wide
receivers? How can we objectively rate the performance of individual defensive players? And how
can we make reasonable judgments about players at different positions and from different eras?
Who is the greatest football player of all time? Jerry Rice? Lawrence Taylor? Jim Brown? Such are
the questions pondered by pro football writer Steve Silverman late at night (and during the day). As
statistician Elliott Kalb did with baseball, basketball, and golf, Silverman now takes the next step
with Who’s Better, Who’s Best in Football?. Taking the analytical methods he developed over his
years as a senior editor at Pro Football Weekly, he applies them to an evaluation of players going
back to the earliest days of the NFL. The result is a fascinating ranking of the best of the gridiron,
from legendary old-timers like Sammy Baugh to present-day superstars like Peyton Manning.
Throughout, Silverman discusses the many considerations that must be made when comparing
modern players with players of past eras and players at different positions. Including biographical
essays on those top 75 players and detailed statistics for their playing careers, Who’s Better, Who’s
Best in Football? is a must have for anyone who considers football to be more than just a game.
  best running back in history: The 50 Greatest Players in Kansas City Chiefs History Robert W.
Cohen, 2020-10-28 In The 50 Greatest Players in Kansas City Chiefs History, sports historian Robert
W. Cohen ranks the top 50 players ever to perform for one of the NFL's most historic franchises.
This work includes quotes from the subjects themselves and former teammates, photos, recaps of
memorable performances and greatest individual seasons, as well as a statistical summary of each
player's career with the Chiefs. The Chiefs' best are profiled here in what is bound to be a much
discussed book among the team's broad fan base. An added bonus are the honorable mentions, the
next 25 players who have contributed to the Chiefs' astounding run as one of America's great sports
teams.
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Which of them is correct? How should we combine "best ever" and a
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