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CHAPTER THREECHAPTER THREE

The Upset 
Super Bowl XLII (2008)

New York Giants 17, New England Patriots 14 

In the week before Super Bowl XLII, players and coaches 
for the New England Patriots just wanted to focus on the 
championship. “We are just thinking about trying to win on 
Sunday,” said head coach Bill Belichick. “The Giants are un-
defeated in the playoffs. We are undefeated in the playoffs 
and only one team will be left standing on Sunday night and 
we hope it is us.”18

One of the teams also had an opportunity to make NFL 
history. During the regular season, the Patriots had scored 
589 points, an average of nearly 37 points per game, which 
easily shattered the NFL record (556). The Patriots scored 
more than 30 points in twelve of sixteen games and out-
scored opponents by 315 points—two more NFL records. 
The Patriots became the second NFL team in the Super 
Bowl era to go undefeated in the regular season, after the 
1972 Miami Dolphins. The team was also the fi rst to win 
sixteen regular-season games because the Dolphins had 
played a fourteen-game season. If the Patriots won the 
2008 Super Bowl, they would have a strong claim to be 
considered the greatest pro football team of all time.

Two Tough Teams
When Belichick became the Patriots head coach prior to the 
2000 season, he stressed the importance of each player un-
derstanding and perfectly executing his individual assignment 



within the team’s larger game-day strategy. The players quickly 
embraced this “do-your-job” philosophy. The Patriots went from a 
losing record in Belichick’s fi rst year to winning three Super Bowls 
in the next four seasons.

Midway through the 2001 season, Patriots starting quarter-
back Drew Bledsoe was injured, and rookie backup Tom Brady 
took over. Although Brady helped the Patriots win the Super Bowl 
that season, he was mainly a game manager. The team relied on 
its defense and running game, and Belichick trusted Brady to 
protect the football with safe, short passes rather than asking him 
to win games with splashy plays. But over the next few years, as 

Patriots quarterback Tom Brady 
sets to throw during Super Bowl 
XLII. Brady had developed over the 
previous eight years from a backup 
into an elite, MVP quarterback.
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the Patriots continued winning, Brady developed into a star capa-
ble of making big-time downfi eld throws. In 2007, he became the 
fi rst NFL quarterback to throw fi fty touchdown passes in a season 
and was named the league’s MVP. He was supported by talented 
receivers: Randy Moss was a deep threat, catching ninety-eight 
passes for 1,493 yards and an NFL-record twenty-three touch-
downs, and Wes Welker led the league with 112 receptions.  

Their opponent in the Super Bowl in 2008 would be the New 
York Giants, coached by Tom Coughlin. The Giants had made the 
playoffs as a wild card team with a 10–6 record. That sixth loss 
had come in the fi nal game of the regular season, against the Pa-
triots. The Giants had played well, leading 28–16 midway through 
the third quarter. But Brady led a fourth-quarter comeback for a 
hard-fought 38–35 win. Now, the only team left that could derail 
the Patriots’ perfect season was the New York Giants. 

A Low-Scoring Contest
The Giants received the opening kickoff, and for nearly 10 min-
utes quarterback Eli Manning led a methodical sixteen-play drive 
downfi eld. Most plays were runs; the biggest passing gain was 
a 14-yard completion to Plaxico Burress. The drive stalled near 
the goal line, but Lawrence Tynes kicked a 32-yard fi eld goal for 

a 3–0 Giants lead. The potent Patriots of-
fense answered with a twelve-play drive 
of its own, which ended with Lawrence 
Maroney scoring a touchdown early in 
the second quarter.

On their next possession, the Giants 
moved into scoring position again, but 
Patriots cornerback Ellis Hobbs picked off 
Manning’s pass at the Patriots 10. After 

this, the game settled into a defensive stalemate. Late in the sec-
ond quarter, Brady’s 18-yard pass to Moss brought the Patriots to 
the Giants 44 with 22 seconds left in the half. But on the next play, 
Giants defensive end Justin Tuck sacked Brady for a 7-yard loss; 

SUPER BOWL STATS 
Stephen Gostkowski 
played in six Super Bowls 
with the Patriots, more 
than any other kicker in 
NFL history.
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Brady fumbled on the play, and the Giants’ Osi Umenyiora recov-
ered the ball. At halftime, the Patriots still held a 7–3 lead. 

New England received the ball to start the third quarter. Al-
though Brady led the offense on a drive that took about 9 min-
utes off the clock and reached the New York 28, it ended with 
no points. A third-down sack by Michael Strahan knocked New 
England out of fi eld goal range, and Brady’s fourth-down pass fell 
incomplete.

On the Giants’ fi rst play of the fourth quarter, Manning hit tight 
end Kevin Boss with a deep pass, gaining 45 yards. That moved 
the ball to the Patriots 35. Several plays later, David Tyree caught 
a short touchdown pass to give the Giants a 10–7 lead.

With 7:34 left, Brady took over again. He led a twelve-play 
drive that burned more than 5 minutes off the clock, completing 
eight of eleven passes for 73 yards to Welker, running back Kevin 
Faulk, and Moss. The drive ended with a 6-yard touchdown catch 
by Moss. Stephen Gostkowski’s extra point gave New England a 
14–10 lead with just 2:45 remaining.

A Perfect NFL Season
Only one NFL team has completed both the regular season and playoffs 
without losing or tying a game. In 1972, the Miami Dolphins, coached 
by Don Shula, won all fourteen regular-season games and three playoff 
games (including Super Bowl VII in January 1973) to fi nish 17–0. Mem-
bers of that Dolphins team remain close. “There’s a unity that goes on 
with the ’72 team,” notes running back Larry Csonka. “To say that you’re 
the number one team in the history of the league, the only one that went 
from game one to the championship and won them all. It’s a thing you’re 
more proud of because it refl ects teamwork, not just a few stars.”

Before the Super Bowl era, two teams had fi nished the regular sea-
son undefeated but lost in the NFL championship game. In 1934, the 
Chicago Bears fi nished with a 13–0 regular-season record but lost the 
championship to the New York Giants on an icy fi eld, 30–13. The 1942 
Bears earned an 11–0 regular-season record. But they were beaten, 14–
6, by the Washington Redskins in the title game. 

Quoted in Joseph Palmer, “50 Years On, the 1972 Miami Dolphins’ Undefeated Season Remains 
Undefeated,” The Guardian, November 24, 2022. www.theguardian.com.
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