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  To the players, coaches, and staff that brought so much enjoyment to this corner of the world we call Western New York.

  —ST

  To my home team—Amy, Christopher, and Beth. Ralph Wilson Stadium isn’t big enough to house my love for you.

  —SP


  FOREWORD

  During my years playing in the National Football League, I had the opportunity to compete with and against scores of talented athletes. Many of them were close teammates who understood and shared my passion for playing the game we loved. There was one, however, who stood out as a leader, an athlete, a great family man, and a great friend—Steve Tasker, or “Seve” as all of his close friends referred to him.

  At training camp with the Bills, Steve was a player no one wanted to cover or could cover, for that matter. All the defensive backs would challenge each other to see how they would fare against his speed and toughness. Nobody touched him. This was not exclusive to our team; it happened around the league.

  He excelled in special teams play in the NFL. In fact, teams game-planned around Steve. You could see how they would have him double covered, and if that didn’t work, a third guy would peel off to try to stop Steve’s progress. But we know that wasn’t possible—he played with heart, soul, and a determination unmatched by many players today. He could see the field and the openings better than anyone. He could find the player with the ball and make a hit that no one would forget.

  Everyone knows of his success on special teams, but what they don’t know is that I think he could have been one of the best wide receivers to play the game. I lobbied hard with the coaches to include Steve in our offense and design plays with his ability in mind. They went along to a certain point but didn’t want to pull him from special teams. That was a shame—his numbers could have been as good as those of someone like Steve Largent.

  I will never forget that at each and every game, Steve and I would wait in the tunnel, shoulder to shoulder. We would walk onto the field, proud to be a part of the Buffalo Bills. But at Super Bowl XXV, as we stood in the tunnel at one of the greatest games of our lives, the hair went up on the back of our necks. We could feel the rippling effect of the band, the crowd, and the energy. We walked out, and there were the flashes of cameras everywhere. I will always remember it as one of the best trips we took as teammates down the tunnel.

  When I reflect on that time in our lives, I know that it was not only his talent and ability on the field that impressed me but how he conducted himself off the field. Steve has always been a great family man and understands what is important in life—family.

  It was an honor to play with “Seve” and an even greater honor to call him my friend.

  -Jim Kelly

  Pro Football Hall of Fame Quarterback
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  INTRODUCTION

  Before kickoffs, during our Super Bowl years in the early 1990s, coach Marv Levy would gather us together in a team huddle and shout, “Where would you rather be than right here, right now?”

  No response was necessary, because we all knew exactly where we wanted to be: right there, right then, playing football for Marv and the Buffalo Bills.

  I had the privilege to spend 12 seasons with the Bills, and they were 12 of the most exhilarating, memorable years of my life. Yeah, we may not have won a Super Bowl, but we did establish ourselves as one of the most resilient sports teams of all-time. Our four consecutive title-game appearances remain unprecedented, as does our comeback from a 32-point second-half deficit.

  Although we came up empty in the big game, I would do it all over again in a heartbeat if I could—as long I could do it with those same guys I played with and for on those great Bills teams.

  It’s funny I say that now, because I didn’t have any warm, fuzzy feelings when I heard the Bills picked me up off waivers from the Houston Oilers midway through the 1986 season. In fact, I initially thought I was the victim of some cruel joke.

  Back then, being acquired by Buffalo was akin to being sentenced to prison in Siberia. See, the Bills were the laughingstock of the National Football League at the time. They had been bad seemingly forever. They were coming off consecutive 2-14 seasons, and despite the presence of potentially great young players such as Jim Kelly, Bruce Smith, and Andre Reed, things didn’t look like they were going to get better any time soon.

  Plus, everybody had heard the stories about Buffalo’s notoriously bad weather. The perception around the league was that it snowed there in July.

  I remember getting ready for practice at the Oilers training complex one day in early November 1986 when our coach, Jerry Glanville, said I had a phone call. The guy on the other end of the line said he was Bo Shempley from the Buffalo Bills, and he told me the team had just claimed me off waivers. He asked whether my agent had contacted me, and I said, “No, he hasn’t, because I don’t have an agent.”

  My heart began racing. I had been caught totally off guard. I had been on the injured reserve list for several weeks and was healthy again, and the Oilers placed me on waivers so they could activate me for that Sunday’s game. I quickly called my wife, Sarah, to tell her the news and asked her to call my parents right away because they were planning to come to Houston to watch me play that Sunday.

  After I hung up, I headed to the locker room to clean out my stuff, and one of our safeties, Jeff Donaldson, came up to me wearing this huge grin. He told me the call wasn’t real and that one of the guys had disguised his voice to play a prank on me. So I ran back and called Sarah to tell her that it was all a joke. She phoned my parents to tell them they should come to Houston that weekend after all.

  That evening Sarah and I went out and bought all these groceries in anticipation of my folks’ visit, and when we returned home, there were a bunch of messages on my answering machine.

  The first message was from some guy named Bill Polian, and he said he was from the Bills and that it was imperative I get back to him ASAP. I immediately wondered if the guys were jerking my chain again, but the voice sounded real.

  I played the second message, and it was Polian again. There was an even greater sense of urgency in his voice. He said they needed to get me to Buffalo right away because they wanted to play me in Sunday’s game.

  The third message was from Glanville, and he said I needed to call him right away.

  The fourth message was from Bills punter John Kidd, who was my roommate at Northwestern University. He wanted to welcome me to Buffalo.

  I called Glanville, and he confirmed that the Bills had indeed claimed me; that this was no joke. He tried to persuade me to deliberately flunk the physical the Bills would give me so that I could be reclaimed by the Oilers. I considered it but ultimately decided that I had to tell the truth.

  Early the next morning, I found myself on a plane to Buffalo, pondering my future. One day, I’m a second-year, fringe player coming off a knee injury, just settling in with the Oilers. Then, in a matter of hours, everything had changed. A cruel joke had become reality. I’d been sentenced to that prison in Siberia.

  I arrived in Buffalo Saturday afternoon, and the Bills medical staff put me through some tests to make sure my knee was sound. While I was sitting there in my underwear, Levy walked in to introduce himself. I felt some familiarity with him because, growing up in Kansas, I had been a huge Chiefs fan, and Marv had coached there for several years.

  At the team meeting that night, Marv introduced me, and I got up sheepishly and waved. Jim Kelly and Bruce Smith and Fred Smerlas were there, and there I was, a 5 foot, 9 inch, 180-pound white guy who looked like a 15-year-old. I could tell that these guys were wondering to themselves, “We’re a 2-14 team, and this is the kind of guy they are bringing in to make us better?”

  The next day, I went over to the stadium for the game against Pittsburgh with John, and while we were walking toward the locker room, he introduced me to linebacker Jim Haslett. After I got my ankles taped, Jim walked over to me and said, “Dude, I’m sorry. When John introduced me to you, I was going to tell you that nobody but players are allowed in the locker room before a game. I didn’t know you were a player.”

  I told him not to worry because I was mistaken for a ball boy all the time.

  That game wound up being the Bills’ debut for both me and Marv. I’ll never forget it, because it was sunny and mild, and the wind gusts approached 45 miles per hour. The gales were so powerful they blew the hats off several members of the marching band who were performing the anthem.

  I played special teams against the Steelers that day, and it didn’t take long for me to record my first tackle as a Bill. But it wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. I was back for the opening kickoff return with Eric Richardson. He coughed up the ball, and I had to tackle the Steeler who recovered it. One play, and we already were in the hole. I was thinking, “No wonder this team has been 2-14.”

  But the day actually turned out to be a good one for us: we ground out a 16-12 victory. Although we struggled the remainder of that season, I could sense something special was about to unfold. Kelly and Bruce and Andre were better than advertised—Hall of Famers in the making. And Marv, with the assistance of owner Ralph Wilson and Polian, was the perfect leader to transform us from doormats to champions.

  The other thing I sensed right away was that Buffalo was a great place to live and raise a family. The people are down to earth and big-hearted. And, boy, do they love their football.

  It’s funny how things work out in life. If you had asked me back in November 1986 where I would rather be, I would have answered, “Any place but Buffalo.”

  But as I discovered, perception isn’t always reality. You can’t always judge a book by its cover.

  I’m so happy that prank came true, and I’m honored that I was the first personnel move Marv made as Bills coach, because there was no place that I would rather have been during my football career than right there, right then, playing ball for him and the Buffalo Bills.
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  PROFESSOR MARV

  Playing for Marv definitely was an educational experience. Our knowledge of football wasn’t the only thing that expanded. Our Harvard-educated coach was first and foremost a teacher, and during his talks he occasionally threw out some ten-dollar, multisyllabic words that had guys scratching their heads. Kent Hull joked that his vocabulary increased tenfold while playing for Marv. Kent said you needed a dictionary and a thesaurus in addition to your playbook at team meetings.

  A history book would have helped too.

  Marv loved quoting Winston Churchill and FDR. He often used World War II analogies to drive his points home. Once, before we embarked on a stretch of three straight road games, Marv went into this five-minute speech about how Germany was the world’s powerhouse at the start of World War II in 1941. He mentioned how they had the best-trained soldiers, the most destructive weapons, and the most disciplined leaders. But three years later, Berlin was in ruins and the German army was on the run. He said there was only one explanation for their failure: Germany couldn’t win on the road.

  His point was that we might be dominant at home, but if we didn’t prove we could win our away games, we weren’t going to realize our ultimate goals.

  We all got a kick out of his stories and how he made them relevant to our situation.

  After he gave us a talk about Germany’s overconfidence in World War II and the importance of crossing one river at a time like Hannibal, Marv joked to a reporter: “To be honest, I don’t know how many of these guys even know what World War II was, and they probably think Hannibal is an offensive tackle for the Jets.”

  “MARVISMS”

  Marv had many sayings. Some were corny; some were quite profound. Before games, we would huddle around him, and he’d ask: “Where would you rather be than right here, right now?

  It became his signature phrase and the title of his bestselling autobiography.

  Here are several of my favorite “Marvisms”:

  • “If Michelangelo had wanted to play it safe, he would have painted the floor of the Sistine Chapel.”

  • “What you do should speak so loudly that no one can hear what you say.”

  • “Adversity is an opportunity for heroism.”

  • “World War II was a must-win.”

  • “Expect rejection, but expect more to overcome it.”

  • “The coach who starts listening to the fans winds up sitting next to them.”

  LEARNING FROM THE MASTER

  The second week I was with the team, Marv spent 45 minutes with me one snowy day after practice, demonstrating how to block punts. He was in his early 60s at the time, but that didn’t stop him from getting down in a stance and showing me the path to take off the corner.

  Marv had begun his NFL career coaching special teams for the Washington Redskins under George Allen, so he had it down to a science. He taught me how it was always seven steps to the block point and said I should go in low and try to take the ball off the punter’s foot without flinching.

  That Sunday we went to New England to play the Patriots, and I wound up blocking a punt to set up a field goal. As I jogged to the sideline after the block, I pointed at Marv, and he smiled back at me. We connected. From that moment on, I was Marv’s guy. The block showed him that I was coachable and that I was really into special teams and willing to do what it took to be successful. That was really important to Marv, because he was one of the first coaches to realize that special teams accounted for a third of the plays in a football game, so you had better be good at it.

  MARV THE LYRICIST

  One time before we played the Dolphins, Marv came up to us and said, “I’ll tell you what. I don’t particularly care for the rap music I hear in the locker room, but if you guys win, I’ll sing a rap song in front of the team next week.”

  The thought of this white-haired, 60-something guy singing a rap song seemed comical to us. Let’s just say it wasn’t the greatest incentive Marv ever gave us before a game.

  Well, we went out there and beat the Dolphins, and the next week, when we were in the team meeting, Marv handed out these sheets with a bunch of lyrics on them. He told us it was a fight song rather than a rap song he’d composed, and he invited us to sing along with him. Marv loved college fight songs, so he had taken the time to write one about the Bills. It was an awful song, but it was hilarious watching him sing it to us. It was just another case of him showing his human side, and another reason why we all loved the guy so much.

  MARV’S BOUT WITH PROSTATE CANCER

  I thought the four Super Bowl losses were painful, but they seemed trivial compared to the news we received from Marv on October 16, 1995—the day after we had beaten Seattle to improve to 5-1. At a team meeting at Rich Stadium that morning, Marv told us that he would be leaving the Bills temporarily to undergo surgery for the removal of his cancerous prostate. He said that the prognosis was good and that he would be back in six weeks or less. Still, despite his reassurances, the announcement hit us like a ton of bricks. We were really concerned about him. Yeah, Marv was in great shape, but he was close to 70 at the time, and this wasn’t some minor operation he was about to undergo. This was serious stuff.
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  Marv Levy addresses the media before Super Bowl XXV. Photo courtesy of the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

  Before he left, Marv told us that Elijah Pitts would be the head coach in his absence and that we should treat Eli as we would him. That wouldn’t be an issue because Eli was beloved and respected by everyone on the team. He had come from Philander Smith, a small college in Little Rock, Arkansas, and had carved out a respectable pro playing career for himself as a running back with Vince Lombardi’s Green Bay Packers. The highlight of his career occurred when he scored two touchdowns for the Pack in the very first Super Bowl against the Kansas City Chiefs (a Chiefs team, that, by the way, featured our defensive coordinator, Walt Corey, at linebacker).

  After he retired as a player, Eli began a long and distinguished career as an NFL assistant. He was a sincere, even-keeled, fair-minded guy with a great sense of humor and a booming voice that was as deep as Barry Whites. The guys all wanted so badly to do well for Eli and for Marv during this difficult stretch, but, in retrospect, we may have tried too hard.

  The good news was that Marv recovered more quickly than anyone could have imagined and was back coaching after missing just three games.

  The bad news was that we lost two of those games.

  The first of those defeats occurred in a Monday night game in New England a week after Marv had dropped his bombshell. I’ll never forget that game because Eli had asked me to address the team before we headed out of the locker room. It was the only pregame speech I ever gave.

  I told my teammates, “There is a special guy in Orchard Park who will be watching us tonight, and all of us are here because he chose us to be on this team. Tonight we have a chance to go out there and show the whole world that he made the right choice when he chose Eli to fill in for him and that he made the right choice when he chose us to play for him. Let’s go.”

  I thought I had nailed it pretty good. We went charging out of that locker room in Foxboro, Massachusetts, like a stampede of buffaloes.

  What I quickly discovered is that pregame speeches are good until you line up for that first kickoff. Then you have to back your words and emotions up with actions. We wound up getting spanked by the Patriots 27—14 in front of a national television audience. Nobody ever asked me to address the team again before a game, and I was glad.

  It’s hard to describe the emotions we felt when Marv returned in November. I remember us giving him a round of applause when he showed up for his first team meeting after resuming his full-time duties. It was good to see him back where he belonged. We felt like our family was whole again. Everything seemed right with our world.

  As I said, the only disappointment was going 1-2 under Eli. I always felt Eli deserved a shot as a full-time head coach in the NFL, and, although he interviewed for jobs several times, he never got the big break. Sadly, Eli died of cancer a few years later. We all miss him. He was truly a great human being.

  AGELESS WONDER

  Some people had this thing about Marv’s age because he was 60 when he started and 72 when he retired. But it was never an issue with the players. He was blessed with great genes and kept himself in excellent shape, often jogging three, four miles a day and working out with the weights.

  Other than when he first came back from prostate surgery, I never saw him lacking for energy. And his mind was always razor sharp. Nobody on our team was faster on his mental “feet” than Marv.

  Whenever someone brought up the fact he was the oldest coach in the NFL, he’d tell them, “I’m old enough to know my limitations and young enough to exceed them.” Those words still ring true.

  When Marv returned to the Bills as the general manager at age 80 in early January 2006, the age thing came up again, and I just scoffed. I was 43 at the time, and I told reporters that I hoped that I could be as young as Marv is when I’m 50, let alone 80.

  MARV THE DISCIPLINARIAN

  Some criticized Marv for not being a taskmaster, and I thought that criticism wasn’t fair. Marv might not have been a yeller and screamer and a control freak, but with him you knew who the boss was.

  Marv had a group of guys—team leaders such as Jim Kelly, Kent Hull, Darryl Talley, Cornelius Bennett, and Bruce Smith—he would consult with on occasion to gauge the mood of the team. He rarely fined guys, but instead would consult the core group about a problem with so-and-so, and they would take care of the matter.

  There was an early-season game in Miami in which we were getting our butts kicked, and to avoid injuries Marv pulled most of the starters. Bruce was angry and confronted Marv on the sideline because he believed we were conceding defeat by pulling the starters, and the television cameras caught it.

  Marv addressed the issue after the game, and he made it clear that he wasn’t going to tolerate insubordination. His speech went something like this: “If I pull you out, it’s for a good reason, and don’t ever think that the only way we can win is with you in there. We’ve got good players on our bench too that I might want to play. It’s my call, and if I want you to play, you better damn well get in there and play, and if I want you out of the game, you get your ass off the field. It’s an insult to your teammates and an insult to me when you tell me we can’t win with these guys in the game. Screw you. We can win. We are not giving up just because we put backups in the game.”

  Everything was fine after that, and nobody confronted Marv on the sideline like that again.

  MARV’S BEST LESSON

  Oh yeah, there was one other thing Marv taught us—how to win. We went 123-78 for a .612 winning percentage during his reign. In his 11 full seasons, we made it to the play-offs eight times. Yes, he had a lot of talented players during his time in Buffalo, but there’ve been a lot of coaches who haven’t known how to handle talent. Marv did, and that’s why there’s a bust of him in Canton.
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