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sports sunday
adrian peterson • 2012 sportsperson of the year

BRIAN PETERSON • brianp@startribune.com

Remarkably,Vikings star Adrian Peterson is perhaps an evenmore imposing NFL runner now than hewas before he suffered amajor injury to his left knee a year agoMonday.

The discussion began and endedwith Adrian Peterson, who is the

first two-time recipient of the Star Tribune award that started in 1998.

ByDAN WIEDERER • dan.wiederer@startribune.com

A
drian Peterson is given a piece of paper.

On it, written in black Sharpie, is a number: 18,355.

Peterson easily recognizes it.

“Oh yeah,” he says, growing almost
giddy. “Emmitt Smith.”

Those 18,355 yards measure Smith’s
NFL career rushing record, a landmark
near the top of Peterson’s “Become The
Greatest Of All Time” checklist.

He stares at the total.
“Reachable,” he asserts. “It canhappen.”
With that number, Peterson is also

given a date: Sunday, Sept. 29, 2019. This
is foreign to the Vikings star, prompting
a quizzical look.

It’s explained that if he stays on his
remarkable career pace of 98.448275
rushing yards per game and doesn’t
miss a single contest in the next six-plus
seasons, he will be in position to break
Smith’s record inWeek 4 of 2019.

Peterson looks up with a grin, then
shrugs. He’s appreciative of the math
but far from accepting of it.

He looks back down at the number,
then taps the date.

“Sooner than that,” he says. “For real.
Sooner.”

Are you going to be the one to tell
Adrian Peterson he’s being overly ambi-
tious?That his competitivedrive is skew-
ing reality?Or afterwitnessing himmake
good on somany promises this year, will
you simply nod and trust that his word is
as firm as his python-grip handshake?

“I’m not sure how fast I can get there,”
Peterson says. “I have to crunch some
numbersmyself. But I’ll do someresearch
and get back to you with my date.”

It’s little wonder Peterson was the run-
away choice as the Star Tribune’s 2012
Sportsperson of the Year. He could have
won the award based on contagious opti-
mism alone.

After all, on Jan. 1 Peterson woke up in
an Alabama hospital bed and pledged —
as so many do when the calendar flips —
to attack the new year with so much pur-
pose and so little fear.

Yet unlike most of the world, he found
rare mental reserves to sustain his drive.

When everyone else saw a career-
threatening ACL injury, Peterson saw a
challenge to come back stronger, quicker
andmore determined.
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nfl 2012 sportsperson of the year: adrian peterson

On Christmas Eve, 2011,Adrian Peterson planted his left leg during a run against the hostWashington Redskins.Hewas hit byWashington safety DeJon Gomes and then helped off the
field. Today, he is on the verge of setting anNFL record formost rushing yards in a season.Here is a timeline of the year’s rehabilitation:

a magical recovery
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Dec. 30, 2011:Dr.
James Andrews per-
forms surgery on Pe-
terson in Birmingham,
Ala., to repair torn
anterior cruciate and
medial collateral liga-
ments in the left knee.
Traditional timelines
call for a nine-month
recovery period,with
at least a year before a
player returns to 100
percent.

Jan. 2, 2012: Peterson begins rehab.“You
think he’s Adrian Peterson. Invincible.
Doesn’t bleedwhen you cut him,”Vikings
trainer Eric Sugarman says.“But for those
twoweeks? Hewas a disaster. Everymorn-
ing, coming in and laying on that [trainer’s]
table and hewas about asmiserable as a hu-
man being could be.Hewas callingme late
at night, textingmewith hatemessages.He
didn’t shave.He lost weight.He hurt.”

Jan. 13: For the first time since his injury,
Petersonwalkswithout crutches.He said of
watching the replay of his injury:“My stom-
ach crawls just looking at it. Your leg is not
supposed to go that way.At all.”

March 26:With
medical clearance,
he begins running.
Says Vikings coach
Leslie Frazier:“He’s
a guywhowants to
defy the oddswith
this injury.Hewants
to do thingswhen he
comes back that no
onewith an ACL tear
has ever done.”

May 9: Cleared to begin cutting on his knee, Peterson
has an impressive 15-minuteworkout for reporters
atWinter Park and vows to play in the season opener
Sept. 9.“What I envision is to be suited up and ready
to roll. Full strength,”Peterson says.“Anything else? I
would be cheatingmyself.”

May 30: Peterson sprints up a hill atWinter Park, rac-
ing teammate Percy Harvin, during a teamworkout.
“With the experts, I’m sure 90 or 95 percent of the
time, they’re right with their estimates,”he says.“But
there are some guys you can’t put the traditional time-
table on. Some guys are different. I just happen to feel
I’m one of those guys.”

July 27:Despite his protests, Pe-
terson starts training camp at
Mankato on the physically-unable-
to-perform (PUP) list. During subse-
quent practices, heworks out on the
side of the fieldwith trainers.

July 30: Peterson is rushed to a
hospital and briefly hospitalized in
Mankato after an allergic reaction
during the team’s lunch at training
camp.“God has been testingme,”
he says.

Aug. 12: To his de-
light, Peterson is
taken off the PUP list
and begins practicing
with his teammates.

Sept. 7: The Vikings say they have reached no decision
onwhether Petersonwill play in the opener,which is
three days away.“Oh yeah, I’m going to have aword in
it. Believe that,”Peterson says.“I will havemy say.”

Sept. 9: The Vikings open the season by beating Jack-
sonville 26-23. Peterson (shown above, before the
game) rushes for 84 yards and scores two touchdowns.

Oct. 14: The Vikings re-
turn toWashington, and
Peterson runs for 79 yards
at the site of his devastat-
ing knee injury. It would
be the last time to date he
fails to run for 100 yards.

Oct. 21: Peterson runs for
153 yards in a victory over
Arizona, beginning an
eight-game tear where he
rushes for 1,313 yards. It’s
the best eight-game rush-
ing streak in NFL history.

Dec. 23: The Vikings play at Houston today,
and Peterson has 1,812 yards.He is 293 yards
away from the NFL record, set in 1984 by Eric
Dickerson of the Los Angeles Rams.

SEE ADRIAN RUN See photos tracingAdrian Peterson’s come-

back and his dominant season at startribune.com/galleries.
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Henowhas sprinted to the front of
the NFL’s Most Valuable Player race.

And when everyone else saw a
rebuilding Vikings team that would
be fortunate to win six games, Peter-
son saw little time to waste and
strived to propel a playoff push.

Now, with two games left, the 8-6
Vikings find themselves gripping the
NFC’s final wild-card spot — with
Peterson on an unprecedented tear,
totaling 1,313 yards and nine touch-
downs in the past eight games alone.

So why wouldn’t Emmitt Smith’s
record seem attainable?

Says Vikings coach Leslie Frazier:
“Obviously, 2019 is a longway off. But
I knowAdrian and theway he thinks.
He can’t fathom that it will take him
that long. Not him. So, hey …”

That’s the thing about Peterson.
He has this persuasive power and a
unique way of warping time.

Somehow, at the end of this
extraordinary year, he can talk about
potential 2019 achievements as if they
were just around the corner while in
the same conversationmake Dec. 24,
2011, seem so far, far, far in the past.

• • •
Adrian Peterson has been given a

full tank of positive energy.
It never depletes either.
Last Christmas Eve, an ill-timed

hit by Washington’s DeJon Gomes
left Peterson with torn anterior cru-
ciate andmedial collateral ligaments
in his left knee.

In the weeks that followed, all log-
ical Peterson discussions carried a
glum theme: whether one of the all-
time greats had his brilliance stolen
from him in his prime.

Now, one day from the anniver-
sary of that setback, the entire
Peterson conversation centers on
whether he can complete the greatest
rushing season in history, needing
294 yards to break Eric Dickerson’s
single-season record of 2,105 yards.

Says left tackle Matt Kalil: “The
way he’s going? He’ll blow by that.
Easily.”

Peterson learned long ago that
even seemingly unfathomable goals
can be attained with precise mind
calibration. Crank thewillpower and
enthusiasm dials up, turn the hesi-
tance down.

It’s part ofwhat Frazier calls Peter-
son’s “name it and claim it” achieve-
ment system.

“It all starts with faith in God and
believing,” Peterson says. “Andhaving

that confidence that no matter what
happens throughout your life, you
can bounce back and refocus and
continue to have faith that you can
accomplish all things.”

Peterson realizes it sounds odd.
But he’s certain he fortified this
mindset as a kid in Texas, just 7 years
old when he saw his older brother,
Brian, be hit by a drunken driver
while riding his bike.

Within aweek, Brian died. At age 8.
Peterson was crushed.
Yet even as a 7-year-old, he darted

around self-pity and ran right over
his grief. Peterson struggled to accept

Brian’s death but knew he couldn’t
wallow when his mother’s anguish
required soothing.

“I had to be so strong during that
time,” he says. “I had to be positive
and constantly reassure my mom
everything was going to be OK.
Instead of beatingmyself up and cry-
ing the whole year ’round over my
brother’s death, I toldmyself to use it
as motivation, use it to be positive.”

Then in seventh grade, when his
father, Nelson, went to prison on
a felony conviction of laundering
drug money, Adrian took a similar
approach.

“I said, ‘Ya knowwhat? I’mgoing to
make my dad happy,’ ” Peterson says.
“He made a mistake, and his own
choices put him in that situation. But
I went about looking at it in a differ-
ent way, like therewas a newmotiva-
tion for me.

“I’ve been doing that my whole
life.”

• • •
Adrian Peterson has been given

unbridled tenacity.
Maybe it’s part stubbornness, too

—withauniquecombinationof anger
andpersistencemixed in.Whatever it
is, Peterson hates accepting defeat.

It’swhy, after rushing for 210 yards
in a 23-14 loss atGreenBay inWeek 13,
he stood in front of his locker still
insisting he should have done more,
asserting that a 6-yard third-quarter
run should have easily gone for 94
and lamenting that his 48-yard burst
a few possessions earlier hadn’t
reached the end zone — which, of
course,wouldhave rescuedChristian
Ponder from subsequently throwing
an upset-killing interception in the
end zone.

“When things gowrong,” Peterson
says, “I choose to focus on the things
I could be doing better.”

To be clear, Peterson’s positivity
isn’t unshakable. Frazier absorbed
the brunt of the running back’s ire on
the first night of training campwhen
the Vikings made the medically-
advised-but-still-tough-to-deliver
decision that Peterson would open
camp on the physically-unable-to-
perform list.

It was a move that would confine
Peterson to doing strength and con-
ditioning and additional rehabilita-
tion work on the side.

Like a cartoon character, the
smoke blew from Peterson’s ears
with a train-whistle shriek.

Recalls Frazier: “Ohhh. He was
livid. [It was] ‘You’re holding me
back! Why are you doing this to
me?’ ”

“I was hot,” Peterson confesses.
“Furious. I can’t deny that. It was
a lose-lose for me. I no longer had
control. It’s not like I was going to
refuse going on PUP. But I was angry
because I felt I was ready. I knew I
was ready.”

Still, rather than act out or pout,
Peterson lay down that night and fig-
ured out away towin. Hewas having
no luck quelling his urge to be back in
practice with the guys.

“So I changed my view of the sit-
uation,” Peterson says. “It was like, if
I’m going to beworking out over here
on the side, I’ll workway harder than
those guys are practicing.”

Vikings athletic trainer Eric Sug-
arman and strength coach Tom
Kanavy knew they would have a
rodeo bull to tame. But who doesn’t
like a challenge to break up the
monotony of training camp? So
with hopes of channeling Peter-
son’s intensity in the right direc-
tion, Sugarman and Kanavy plotted
numerous ways to exhaust the run-
ning back.

BRIAN PETERSON • brianp@startribune.com

Adrian Peterson usually needsmore than one defender to bring him down in the open field.

«HE’S SOGOOD ... I’M FOLLOWINGHIMDOWNFIELD. IT’S LIKE FRONTROWSEATS FORTHE
BESTMOVIE EVER. » Offensive tackleMatt Kalil, after Adrian Peterson romped for 212 yards in last Sunday’s victory at St. Louis
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