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Biggest Trades in NFL History

The National Football League (NFL) has seen a plethora of trades that have
not only reshaped franchises but have also left lasting legacies in the
sport. These transactions often involve multi-million dollar contracts, high-
stakes negotiations, and the potential to alter the trajectory of a team's
season or even its future. In this article, we will explore some of the
biggest trades in NFL history, highlighting the impact they had on the teams
involved, the players' careers, and the overall landscape of professional
football.

Defining Big Trades

Before diving into specific examples, it’s important to define what
constitutes a “big trade.” In the NFL, trades can vary in scale, but the most
significant ones usually involve:

- Star Players: Trades that include Pro Bowl or All-Pro athletes are often
deemed big.
- High Draft Picks: Trades that involve first-round draft picks or multiple
picks from the draft are particularly noteworthy.
- Impact on Franchise: Trades that fundamentally change a team's strategy,
roster composition, or future direction.

Historical Context

Throughout its history, the NFL has witnessed trades that have not only made
headlines but have also changed the fortunes of franchises. The evolution of
the league, the introduction of free agency, and the changing dynamics of
player contracts have all contributed to the increasing complexity of trades.
In recent years, with the rise of analytics and salary cap strategies, teams
have become more deliberate in their trading practices.

Notable Trades in NFL History

Here’s a look at some of the most significant trades that have occurred in
NFL history, categorized by era.

The Early Years (1960s-1980s)

1. Johnny Unitas to the San Diego Chargers (1973)
- Details: The legendary quarterback, known for his time with the Baltimore
Colts, was traded to the Chargers late in his career.
- Impact: Although Unitas did not achieve similar success with the Chargers,
his trade marked a significant moment in NFL history as one of the earliest
high-profile player trades.



2. Herschel Walker Trade (1989)
- Details: The Dallas Cowboys traded Walker to the Minnesota Vikings in a
deal that included multiple players and draft picks.
- Impact: This trade is often cited as one of the most lopsided in NFL
history. The Cowboys used the picks acquired from the trade to build their
dynasty in the 1990s, while the Vikings struggled to capitalize on Walker’s
talent.

The Modern Era (1990s-2010s)

1. Ricky Williams Trade (1999)
- Details: The New Orleans Saints traded multiple draft picks to the
Washington Redskins to select Williams.
- Impact: Williams had a solid career, but the trade is often criticized
because the Saints gave up too much for a player whose impact did not match
the cost.

2. Jay Cutler Trade (2009)
- Details: The Chicago Bears traded quarterback Kyle Orton, along with first-
round picks, to the Denver Broncos for Cutler.
- Impact: Cutler's tenure with the Bears was polarizing, but this trade
emphasized the Bears' commitment to finding a franchise quarterback.

3. The 2016 Trade of Sam Bradford
- Details: The Minnesota Vikings traded a first-round pick to the
Philadelphia Eagles for quarterback Sam Bradford after Teddy Bridgewater
suffered a serious injury.
- Impact: This trade demonstrated the urgency teams often feel in attempting
to secure a starting quarterback, particularly in critical situations.

The Recent Trades (2010s-Present)

1. Jared Goff and Matthew Stafford Trade (2021)
- Details: The Los Angeles Rams traded Goff, along with two first-round picks
and a third-round pick, to the Detroit Lions for Stafford.
- Impact: Stafford led the Rams to victory in Super Bowl LVI, making this
trade appear to be a masterstroke by the Rams’ front office. The Lions,
meanwhile, entered a rebuilding phase.

2. DeAndre Hopkins Trade (2020)
- Details: The Houston Texans traded the star wide receiver to the Arizona
Cardinals for running back David Johnson and a couple of draft picks.
- Impact: Many analysts consider this trade one of the most lopsided in favor
of the Cardinals, as Hopkins emerged as one of the league's top receivers,
while the Texans struggled in the aftermath.

3. Russell Wilson Trade (2022)
- Details: The Seattle Seahawks traded quarterback Russell Wilson to the
Denver Broncos in exchange for a significant haul, including multiple first-
round picks.
- Impact: This trade not only reshaped the teams involved but also signaled a
significant change in the balance of power in the NFL, as Wilson is
considered one of the top quarterbacks of his generation.



The Impact of Big Trades

The impact of these trades can be analyzed from several angles:

Team Dynamics

- Immediate Impact: A big trade often has an immediate effect on the team’s
performance. New players can change the dynamics of the locker room, and
their on-field contributions can lead to wins.
- Long-Term Strategy: Teams that acquire draft picks in trades often use them
to build for the future. This can lead to sustained success if those picks
are utilized wisely.

Player Careers

- Career Revival or Decline: A trade can revitalize a player's career if they
land in a system that better suits their style. Conversely, it can also lead
to a decline if expectations are not met.
- Legacy Impact: Some players are forever defined by the trade that brought
them to a franchise. For example, Stafford’s Super Bowl win solidified his
legacy, while Walker's trade is often marred by its lopsided nature.

Conclusion

The biggest trades in NFL history underscore the complexity and drama of
professional football. They highlight the significance of strategic decision-
making by front offices and the unpredictable nature of player performance.
As teams continue to navigate the challenges of the salary cap and player
contracts, it is certain that we will witness more monumental trades in the
future. Each trade not only shapes the teams involved but also has the
potential to impact the entire league landscape, making them a thrilling
aspect of NFL history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the biggest trade in NFL history by player
value?

The biggest trade by player value is often considered to be the 1989 trade of
quarterback Joe Montana from the San Francisco 49ers to the Kansas City
Chiefs, although the trade of Herschel Walker from the Dallas Cowboys to the
Minnesota Vikings in 1989 is frequently cited for the massive impact it had
on the franchises involved.

Which trade involved the most draft picks in NFL



history?

The Herschel Walker trade in 1989 involved an unprecedented exchange of 18
players and draft picks between the Dallas Cowboys and Minnesota Vikings,
fundamentally changing the landscape of both franchises.

What impact did the Ricky Williams trade have on the
NFL?

The 1999 trade that sent Ricky Williams to the New Orleans Saints involved
multiple draft picks, including the Saints giving up their entire 1999 draft
class, which led to significant changes in how teams approach trades and
draft strategies.

Who was traded for the most compensation in NFL
history?

Quarterback Matthew Stafford's trade from the Detroit Lions to the Los
Angeles Rams in 2021 is notable for the considerable compensation, including
two future first-round picks and a third-round pick, marking one of the
largest returns for a quarterback in NFL history.

What was the most controversial trade in NFL history?

The trade of Jon Gruden from the Oakland Raiders to the Tampa Bay Buccaneers
in 2002 was highly controversial, as it involved multiple first-round picks
and resulted in Gruden leading the Buccaneers to a Super Bowl victory against
his former team.

Which player was traded for the largest amount of
money in NFL history?

The trade of Drew Brees from the San Diego Chargers to the New Orleans Saints
in 2006 is significant not just for the player involved but because it
included a hefty contract, leading to Brees becoming one of the highest-paid
quarterbacks at the time.
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