
detroit lions jersey number history
Detroit Lions jersey number history is a fascinating journey through time,
reflecting the evolution of the team, its players, and the vibrant culture
surrounding the NFL. The Detroit Lions, a professional football team based in
Detroit, Michigan, have a rich history since their inception in 1930. This
article will delve into the significance of jersey numbers, highlight
memorable players associated with specific numbers, and examine how these
numbers have influenced the identity of the Lions franchise.

The Importance of Jersey Numbers in Football

Jersey numbers in football are more than just identifiers; they are part of a
player's legacy and the team's heritage. Each number often carries a story,
representing the achievements, struggles, and contributions of its wearer. In
the NFL, certain numbers have become synonymous with specific positions,
while others have been retired to honor legendary players.

The System of Jersey Numbers

In the NFL, jersey numbers are assigned based on a player's position:

1. Quarterbacks: 1-19
2. Running Backs and Tight Ends: 20-49
3. Wide Receivers: 10-19, 80-89
4. Offensive Linemen: 50-79
5. Defensive Linemen: 50-79
6. Linebackers: 40-59
7. Defensive Backs: 20-49
8. Kickers and Punters: 1-19

These guidelines help fans and commentators quickly identify players on the
field, while also adding to the tradition and structure of the game.

Key Players and Their Numbers

Throughout the Detroit Lions' history, numerous players have worn iconic
jersey numbers that have become a part of the team's lore. Here are some
notable examples:



Number 20: Barry Sanders

One of the most revered figures in Lions history, Barry Sanders wore the
number 20 with pride. Renowned for his elusive running style, Sanders rushed
for over 15,000 yards during his career, earning him a place in the Pro
Football Hall of Fame. His number has since been retired by the Lions,
symbolizing the respect and admiration he earned during his time with the
team.

Number 87: Charlie Sanders

Charlie Sanders, a Hall of Fame tight end, played for the Lions from 1968 to
1977. His number 87 was retired by the franchise, recognizing his significant
contributions to the team. After his playing career, Sanders remained
involved with the Lions as a coach and mentor, further cementing his legacy
in Detroit.

Number 81: Calvin Johnson

Calvin Johnson, famously known as "Megatron," wore the number 81 and is
considered one of the greatest wide receivers in NFL history. His combination
of size, speed, and skill allowed him to break numerous records, including
the single-season receiving yards record in 2012. The Lions retired his
number 81 in recognition of his extraordinary career, solidifying his place
in the franchise's history.

Retired Numbers and Their Significance

The Detroit Lions have retired several jersey numbers, signifying the deep
respect the franchise has for its legendary players. Here are the numbers
that have been retired:

- Number 7: Dutch Clark
- Number 20: Barry Sanders
- Number 22: Joe Schmidt
- Number 87: Charlie Sanders
- Number 81: Calvin Johnson

Each of these players not only made significant contributions on the field
but also left a lasting impact on the culture of the team and its fanbase.



Jersey Number Changes and Their Impact

Over the years, some players have changed their jersey numbers for various
reasons, ranging from personal preference to changes in league rules. These
changes can sometimes influence a player's performance and public perception.
For example:

1. Matthew Stafford: Initially wore number 9 but later became synonymous with
it, contributing to his identity as the Lions' franchise quarterback.
2. Barry Sanders: Originally wore number 20, and his number became a symbol
of excellence in Detroit, influencing future players who aspired to
greatness.
3. Calvin Johnson: The transition from 87 to 81 was pivotal, as he sought to
establish his own identity separate from the legacy of Charlie Sanders.

Such transitions often generate excitement and discussion among fans and can
become defining moments in a player's career.

Modern Trends in Jersey Numbers

In recent years, the NFL has seen a trend of players choosing unconventional
numbers, especially with the league's updated rules allowing more flexibility
in jersey number assignments. This trend has impacted the Detroit Lions as
well:

- Wide Receivers and Running Backs: Players are now opting for numbers
previously reserved for different positions, creating a unique identity.
- Defensive Players: Numbers in the 0-9 range are becoming more popular,
pushing the boundaries of traditional jersey assignments.

This shift has sparked debates among fans about the significance of numbers
and what they represent in the context of team history and individual
identity.

The Role of Fans in Jersey Number Culture

Fans play a critical role in the culture surrounding jersey numbers. The
following factors highlight their importance:

1. Merchandising: Popular players’ jerseys become bestsellers, and fans often
express their loyalty by purchasing jerseys with their favorite player’s
number.
2. Tradition: Certain numbers become iconic, with fans often associating them
with specific achievements or memories, such as Barry Sanders' elusive runs
or Calvin Johnson's spectacular catches.



3. Community and Identity: Fans identify with players through their numbers,
creating a sense of community that extends beyond the football field.

The connection between fans and jersey numbers often fuels conversations,
rivalries, and even traditions that are passed down through generations.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Detroit Lions Jersey
Numbers

The Detroit Lions jersey number history is a tapestry woven with the stories
of legendary players, memorable moments, and the passionate fanbase that
supports them. Each number carries a legacy that transcends the game itself,
representing dedication, perseverance, and the spirit of competition. As the
NFL continues to evolve, the significance of jersey numbers remains a vital
part of the Detroit Lions' identity, ensuring that the stories of past
players continue to inspire future generations. The numbers worn by these
athletes are more than just fabric; they are symbols of the pride, history,
and enduring spirit of the Lions franchise.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the number 20 in Detroit
Lions history?
Number 20 is significant because it was worn by Hall of Famer Barry Sanders,
one of the greatest running backs in NFL history, who played for the Lions
from 1989 to 1998.

Who wore the number 87 for the Detroit Lions and
what is their legacy?
Number 87 was worn by Charlie Sanders, a tight end who played from 1968 to
1977 and was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2007.

Which player is known for wearing number 9 for the
Lions?
Matthew Stafford, the Lions' starting quarterback from 2009 to 2020, is well-
known for wearing number 9 during his tenure with the team.

What is the history behind the number 56 for the



Detroit Lions?
Number 56 was famously worn by linebacker Chris Spielman, who was known for
his leadership and standout defensive play during his time with the Lions
from 1988 to 1995.

Has any player worn the number 1 for the Detroit
Lions?
Yes, number 1 has been worn by several players, including punter Sam Martin
in recent years, though it is not commonly associated with any one standout
player.

Which Detroit Lions player is associated with the
number 81?
Number 81 is primarily associated with wide receiver Calvin Johnson, who
played from 2007 to 2015 and is regarded as one of the best receivers in NFL
history.

What does the number 29 represent in Detroit Lions
history?
Number 29 was worn by cornerback Dre' Bly, who played for the Lions from 2003
to 2006 and was known for his playmaking ability in the secondary.

Is there a retired number in the Detroit Lions
franchise?
Yes, number 7 is retired in honor of Hall of Fame quarterback Bobby Layne,
who played for the Lions from 1948 to 1958.

Who was the last player to wear number 10 for the
Detroit Lions?
The last player to wear number 10 for the Lions was quarterback Dan Orlovsky,
who played with the team from 2005 to 2008.

What is notable about the number 30 in the context
of the Lions?
Number 30 is notable for being worn by running back Kevin Smith, who made a
significant impact during his time with the team from 2008 to 2012.
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