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INTRODUCTION



The Bills Legacy

Founded in 1960 as a charter member of the newly formed American Football League (AFL), the Buffalo Bills primarily came to be through the efforts of Detroit insurance salesman and automobile heir Ralph C. Wilson Jr., who held a stake in the National Football League’s (NFL) Detroit Lions at the time. Offered a franchise in the upstart league by its founder, Lamar Hunt, Wilson jumped at the opportunity to have a team of his own, telling Hunt, “Count me in. I’ll take a franchise anywhere you suggest.”

Given his choice of six cities—Miami, Buffalo, Cincinnati, St. Louis, Atlanta, or Louisville—Wilson initially expressed an interest in placing his team in Miami, before city officials there rejected his proposal due to the lack of success the Miami Seahawks had experienced in the short-lived All-America Football Conference (AAFC) some years earlier. Subsequently turning to general contractor and Buffalo resident George E. Schaaf, with whom he had served in World War II, Wilson received assurances from his old navy buddy that the city was ripe for professional football. And with powerful Buffalo attorney Paul Crotty and mutual friend Pat McGroder negotiating an advantageous deal that offered him full control of Civic Stadium, a 36,500-seat arena, and a deep discount on rent, Wilson decided that Upstate New York was his best option.

Originally opened in 1937 and previously serving as the backdrop for football, baseball, soccer, and NASCAR events (it also had a racetrack), Wilson rechristened Civic Stadium as the War Memorial Stadium and set about finding a name for his new team. Yielding to public sentiment, Wilson ultimately elected to assign his team the same moniker that had been used more than a decade earlier by the AAFC’s Buffalo Bills, who had been named after famed western frontiersman Buffalo Bill Cody. Having settled on a home and name for his new team, Wilson assigned head coaching duties to the innovative Buster Ramsey, a World War II veteran and former NFL player who had spent the previous eight seasons serving as defensive coordinator for the Detroit Lions teams that had won three NFL championships.

In the AFL’s inaugural season of 1960, the Bills took up residence in the league’s Eastern Division, which they shared with the Boston Patriots, Houston Oilers, and New York Titans (who later became known as the Jets). Meanwhile, the Los Angeles Chargers, Oakland Raiders, Denver Broncos, and Dallas Texans (who later became known as the Chiefs after they moved to Kansas City) comprised the infant circuit’s Western Division.

Experiencing very little success their first two seasons, the Bills posted a losing record in both 1960 and 1961, before finishing third in the division with a mark of 7-6-1 under new head coach Lou Saban in 1962. But with Saban, a former Cleveland Browns player who had spent the previous decade serving as both an assistant and head coach at the college and pro levels, leading the way, the Bills soon emerged as the infant league’s best team, capturing three straight division titles and two AFL championships from 1964 to 1966. Particularly outstanding in 1964, the Bills compiled a record of 12-2 during the regular season, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 400-242 along the way, before defeating the San Diego Chargers, 20-7, in the AFL championship game. After posting a regular-season mark of 10-3-1 the following year, the Bills laid claim to their second straight league championship by defeating the Chargers in the title game once again, this time by a score of 23-0. The Bills subsequently won their third straight division title in 1966 by compiling a record of 9-4-1 under Joe Collier, the team’s former linebackers and defensive backs coach who replaced Saban at the helm after the two-time AFL Coach of the Year unexpectedly left Buffalo to become head coach at the University of Maryland. But the Bills came up short in the playoffs, suffering a 31-7 defeat at the hands of the Kansas City Chiefs in the AFL championship game.

The league’s most difficult team to score against during their championship run, the Bills relied heavily on their exceptional defense to thwart the opposition. Featuring standout linemen Tom Sestak, Ron McDole, and Jim Dunaway, perennial All-AFL linebacker Mike Stratton, hard-hitting safety George Saimes, and shutdown corner Butch Byrd, the Buffalo defense made life extremely difficult for opposing offenses, surrendering fewer than 20 points per game for three straight seasons. However, the Bills also possessed a considerable amount of talent on the other side of the ball, with running backs Cookie Gilchrist and Wray Carlton giving them one of the league’s most potent rushing attacks, speedy wide receiver Elbert Dubenion ranking among the circuit’s top deep threats, and superb linemen Billy Shaw, Stew Barber, and Al Bemiller opening up huge holes for Gilchrist and Carlton and providing excellent protection for quarterback Jack Kemp, who did an expert job of running the offense.

Unfortunately, diminished play from some of the team’s aging veterans ultimately brought the Bills’ period of dominance to an end. After finishing third in the AFL East with a record of 4-10 in 1967, the Bills compiled an overall mark of just 13-54-3 over the course of the next five seasons, as control of the team passed from Collier to John Rauch, to Harvey Johnson, and finally back to Lou Saban, who returned to Western New York in 1972. Meanwhile, the NFL-AFL merger prior to the start of the 1970 campaign placed the Bills in the newly constructed AFC East, which they shared with the Jets, Patriots, Miami Dolphins, and Baltimore Colts, who came over from the old NFL.

Things finally began to turn around for the Bills shortly after they adopted a new home venue in 1973. With War Memorial Stadium seating only 36,500 patrons and in rapid decay by the late 1960s, Ralph Wilson threatened to move his team elsewhere if construction on a new stadium did not begin immediately. Finally acquiescing to Wilson’s wishes after he began fielding offers from Seattle, Tampa, and Memphis, city government leaders built a new open-air facility in the Buffalo suburb of Orchard Park that featured a seating capacity of over eighty thousand. Originally called Rich Stadium and later renamed Ralph Wilson Stadium, New Era Field, and Bills Stadium, the facility now known as Highmark Stadium has served as the Bills’ home for the last fifty years.

Finding their new surroundings very much to their liking, the Bills posted three consecutive winning records under Lou Saban from 1973 to 1975, advancing to the playoffs as a wild card in 1974 after going 9-5 during the regular season. However, they ended up losing to the eventual Super Bowl champion Pittsburgh Steelers, 32-14, in the opening round of the postseason tournament.

Certainly, O. J. Simpson served as the driving force behind the success the Bills experienced during this three-year period. Although it took Simpson some time to adjust to life as a pro after the Bills selected him with the first overall pick of the 1969 NFL Draft, he eventually established himself as one of the greatest running backs ever, leading the league in rushing four times and becoming the first player in NFL history to gain more than 2,000 yards on the ground in a season. Yet Simpson received a considerable amount of help from his teammates, with offensive linemen Joe DeLamielleure and Reggie McKenzie gaining Pro Bowl recognition on multiple occasions and quarterback Joe Ferguson proving to be a solid game manager.

With Simpson eventually wearing down and Lou Saban handing in his resignation after the team got off to a 2-3 start in 1976, the Bills struggled terribly the next few seasons, going a combined 17-43 from 1976 to 1979 under head coaches Jim Ringo (1976–1977) and Chuck Knox (1978–1979). But, with Joe Cribbs replacing Simpson as lead back, Joe Ferguson developing into one of the league’s better passers, and nose tackle Fred Smerlas and left end Ben Williams excelling along the defensive front, the Bills experienced a brief resurgence under Knox in 1980 and 1981, winning one division title and making consecutive playoff appearances, although they lost in the divisional round of the postseason tournament both times, suffering a 20-14 defeat at the hands of the San Diego Chargers the first year, before falling to the Cincinnati Bengals, 28-21, in the second after edging out the Jets, 31-27, in the wild card game one week earlier.

The 1982 campaign ushered in another dark period in franchise history that lasted the next six seasons, with the Bills failing to post a winning record and compiling an overall mark of just 27-61 from 1982 to 1987 under head coaches Knox (1982), Kay Stephenson (1983–1985), Hank Bullough (1985–1986), and Marv Levy, who replaced Bullough at the helm midway through the 1986 season. However, Levy, a shrewd judge of talent who coached at the collegiate level for many years before going to the Canadian Football League and later coaching the Kansas City Chiefs from 1978 to 1982 and the Chicago Blitz of the United States Football League (USFL) in 1984, brought to Buffalo a brilliant football mind and a winning attitude that helped him and new general manager Bill Polian build a perennial contender before long. Following the USFL’s demise in 1986, the Bills also welcomed into the fold special teams coach Bruce DeHaven, quarterback Jim Kelly, and center Kent Hull, all of whom ended up making a huge impact on the organization for many years. Acquiring several excellent players through the NFL Draft as well, the Bills selected running back Thurman Thomas in 1988, one year after they drafted cornerback Nate Odomes and linebackers Cornelius Bennett and Shane Conlan.

Having added those players to a solid nucleus that included standout offensive linemen Jim Ritcher and Joe Devlin, special teams demon Steve Tasker, and defensive stalwarts Fred Smerlas, Darryl Talley, Mark Kelso, and Bruce Smith, who went on to establish himself as the greatest pass-rusher in the game, the Bills emerged as the AFC’s dominant team in 1988, beginning an extraordinary six-year run during which they advanced to the playoffs each season, captured five division titles, and appeared in the Super Bowl an unprecedented four straight times. Unfortunately, they ultimately came up short in the playoffs each season, losing in the divisional round of the postseason tournament once, the conference championship game once, and the Super Bowl all four times.

After finishing first in the AFC East with a regular-season record of 12-4 in 1988, the Bills defeated the Houston Oilers, 17-10, in the opening round of the playoffs. However, they subsequently lost to the Cincinnati Bengals by a score of 21-10 in the AFC Championship Game. Although the Bills posted a mark of just 9-7 the following season, they again captured the division title. But this time the Cleveland Browns defeated them, 34-30, in their first-round playoff matchup.

Fielding perhaps their finest team in 1990, the Bills finished the regular season with a record of 13-3, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 428-263 over the course of the campaign after switching to a no-huddle, hurry-up offense. Continuing their exceptional play in the postseason, the Bills beat the Miami Dolphins, 44-34, in the divisional round of the playoffs, before routing the Los Angeles Raiders, 51-3, in the AFC Championship Game. But even though the Bills entered Super Bowl XXV as heavy favorites to defeat the New York Giants, they ended up suffering a heartbreaking 20-19 defeat at the hands of their NFC counterparts when placekicker Scott Norwood’s 47-yard field goal attempt in the closing seconds sailed just right of the goalpost upright.

After winning their fourth consecutive division title in 1991 by again going 13-3 during the regular season and scoring a then-franchise record 458 points, the Bills earned their second straight trip to the Super Bowl by defeating the Chiefs, 37-14, in the divisional round of the playoffs, before edging out the Broncos, 10-7, in the AFC Championship Game. But they subsequently faltered on Super Sunday, this time losing to Washington by a score of 37-24.

Although the Bills failed to win the division title for the first time in five years in 1992, their regular-season record of 11-5 earned them a spot in the playoffs as a wild card. However, with backup quarterback Frank Reich subbing for an injured Jim Kelly, the Bills appeared to be on the verge of exiting the postseason tournament quickly when they fell behind the Houston Oilers, 35-3, early in the third quarter of the AFC’s wild card game. Displaying hearts of champions, the Bills subsequently rallied behind Reich, scoring the next 35 points to take the lead late in the fourth quarter, before winning the game in overtime, 41-38. The Bills extraordinary effort, which became known as “The Comeback,” represented the largest come-from-behind victory in NFL history for the next three decades. Carrying their momentum over to the next two games, the Bills earned their third consecutive Super Bowl berth by defeating Pittsburgh, 24-3, in the divisional round of the playoffs and then outscoring Miami, 29-10, in the AFC Championship Game. But the season again ended on a sour note when Dallas ran roughshod over the Bills in Super Bowl XXVII, defeating them by a score of 52-17.

Reclaiming the top spot in the AFC East in 1993, the Bills compiled a regular-season record of 12-4, before advancing to the Super Bowl for the fourth straight time by registering victories over the Raiders (29-23) and Chiefs (30-13) in the playoffs. But although they put up more of a fight against Dallas than they did the previous year, the Bills again lost to the Cowboys in the Super Bowl, this time by a score of 30-13.

Even though the Bills won another division title and made the playoffs in four of the next six seasons, the 1993 campaign marked the end of their period of dominance in the AFC. With Darryl Talley moving on to Atlanta at the end of 1994, Cornelius Bennett signing with the Falcons one year later, Jim Kelly and Kent Hull retiring at the end of 1996, and Thurman Thomas and Andre Reed starting to show signs of wear-and-tear by the mid-1990s, the Bills failed to seriously contend for the conference championship the rest of the decade, advancing beyond the wild card round of the playoffs only in 1995, when Pittsburgh defeated them in the divisional round, 40-21.

Choosing to announce his retirement after the Bills finished just 6-10 in 1997, Marv Levy left head-coaching duties in the hands of Buffalo defensive coordinator Wade Phillips, who had previously served as head coach in Denver for two years. Easily the most successful head coach in franchise history, Levy left the Bills after leading them to eight playoff appearances, six division titles, four conference championships, and an overall regular-season record of 112-70 in his eleven and-a-half years in charge.

Experiencing a moderate amount of success under Phillips from 1998 to 2000, the Bills advanced to the playoffs twice, as Doug Flutie and Rob Johnson took turns starting at quarterback. But Phillips received his walking papers from Ralph Wilson when he refused to fire one of his assistants after the team finished 8-8 in 2000. Shortly thereafter, general manager John Butler, who had taken over for Bill Polian when the latter was relieved of his duties at the end of 1992, departed for San Diego. One year later, Wilson announced his retirement as president of the Bills, turning over control of the team to former Pittsburgh Steelers executive Tom Donahue, who, over the course of the next five seasons, made several poor personnel decisions that caused the franchise to lapse into an extended period of mediocrity. In addition to gutting the team of much of its on-field talent, Donahue replaced Wade Phillips as head coach with former Tennessee Titans defensive coordinator Gregg Williams, who led the Bills to an overall record of 17-31 from 2001 to 2003. Then, after firing Williams, Donahue hired former Pittsburgh Steelers offensive coordinator Mike Mularkey, who directed the Bills to an overall mark of 14-18 over the course of the next two seasons.

Having watched the disaster unfold from afar, Ralph Wilson retook control of the team’s operations in 2006. After handing Donahue his walking papers, Wilson talked Marv Levy into coming out of retirement and assuming the role of general manager on a short-term basis. Levy retained his post for the next two years, before retiring for good and turning GM responsibilities over to his former assistant Russ Brandon, who replaced Mike Mularkey as head coach with Bills defensive coordinator Dick Jauron. Continuing to struggle under Jauron the next three seasons, the Bills finished 7-9 each year, causing management to replace him with defensive coordinator Perry Fewell on an interim basis midway through the 2009 campaign. The Bills underwent further changes at season’s end, with Ralph Wilson promoting Russ Brandon to CEO. Brandon then replaced himself as GM with former San Diego Chargers general manager Buddy Nix, who, in turn, hired Chan Gailey as head coach. Faring no better under Gailey, who had previously served as offensive coordinator in Kansas City and head coach in Dallas, the Bills compiled an overall record of just 16-32 over the course of the next three seasons, prompting Gailey and his entire staff to be relieved of their duties at the end of 2012.

In the end, the organization’s lack of stability in the front office and constant coaching changes made it extremely difficult for the Bills to establish any sort of continuity on the playing field, contributing greatly to the lack of success they experienced throughout the period. However, the organization’s inability to find a suitable replacement for Jim Kelly at quarterback also proved to be a huge factor. With ten different men starting behind center for the Bills from 2001 to 2014, they often found themselves placing near the bottom of the NFL rankings in points scored and total offense. Only from 2002 to 2004, when Drew Bledsoe took most of the snaps, did the Bills have one of the league’s better signal callers. Yet, even in mediocrity, the Bills generally fielded representative teams that featured at least a handful of excellent players, with standout performers such as offensive lineman Ruben Brown, wide receiver Eric Moulds, running back Fred Jackson, defensive lineman Kyle Williams, and cornerbacks Nate Clements and Terrence McGee gracing their roster at different times.

With Ralph Wilson in failing health, he ceded most of his power to Russ Brandon on January 1, 2013, naming him team president. Still, Wilson continued to consult with Brandon on team and league operations until he passed away at the age of ninety-five on March 25, 2014. The NFL’s oldest owner at the time of his death, Wilson remained heavily involved with the running of the Bills for more than five decades.

Following Wilson’s passing, his assets, including the team, were placed into a trust governed by his widow, Mary Wilson; his niece, Mary Owen; Bills chief financial officer, Jeff Littman; and attorney Eugene Driker. A little over one year later, the trust sold the team to Buffalo Sabres owner Terrence Pegula and his wife, Kim, for a reported $1.4 billion in cash.

Since purchasing the Bills, the Pegulas have gradually restored the team to prominence by hiring the right people to run it, both on and off the field. While Russ Brandon remained in control of the day-to-day operations of the team, Doug Whaley replaced Buddy Nix as GM early in 2013, a season in which the Bills finished just 6-10 under new head coach Doug Marrone. After Marrone guided the team to a 9-7 record the following year, ownership denied his request for a contract extension, choosing, instead, to name recently-fired New York Jets head coach Rex Ryan head man. Ryan continued to coach the Bills for most of the next two seasons before being relieved of his duties during the latter stages of the 2016 campaign after leading them to an overall record of 15-16.

Following the firing of Ryan, the Bills named former Carolina Panthers defensive coordinator Sean McDermott their new head coach and replaced GM Doug Whaley with Panthers assistant general manager Brandon Beane. Although the Bills showed little improvement under that duo the next two seasons, compiling records of 9-7 and 6-10, respectively, they began their ascension to elite status shortly after they selected quarterback Josh Allen with the seventh overall pick of the 2018 NFL Draft and Kim Pegula assumed the role of team president when Russ Brandon abruptly handed in his resignation shortly thereafter.

A playoff team in each of the last four seasons, the Bills have captured three straight division titles and made one appearance in the AFC Championship Game. After advancing to the postseason as a wild card in 2019 by posting a regular-season record of 10-6, the Bills suffered a hard-fought 22-19 defeat at the hands of the Houston Texans in the opening round of the playoffs. With the addition of star wide receiver Stefon Diggs and the maturation of Allen into a top-tier quarterback in 2020, the Bills established themselves as one of the NFL’s premier teams, winning their first division title in twenty-five years by going 13-3 during the regular season, before defeating the Indianapolis Colts, 27-24, and the Baltimore Ravens, 17-3, in the playoffs. However, the Kansas City Chiefs ended the Bills’ dream of advancing to the Super Bowl when they defeated them, 38-24, in the AFC Championship Game. After capturing their second straight AFC East title by posting a regular-season mark of 11-6 in 2021, the Bills routed the Patriots, 47-17, in the wild card round of the playoffs. Seeking revenge against the Chiefs the following week in their divisional round playoff game matchup, the Bills appeared to be on their way to another appearance in the conference championship game when a 19-yard touchdown pass from Josh Allen to Gabriel Davis with just thirteen seconds left in regulation put them up by 3 points. But in the thirteen seconds that remained, Patrick Mahomes navigated his team downfield for a game-tying field goal that sent the contest into overtime. And just a few minutes later, Mahomes hit tight end Travis Kelce with an 8-yard TD pass in the corner of the end zone that gave the Chiefs a 42-36 win in OT, once again causing the Bills season to end in heartbreak.

Battling through injuries and a frightful experience in which defensive back Damar Hamlin nearly lost his life when he suffered cardiac arrest during a Week 17 matchup with the Cincinnati Bengals, the Bills repeated as AFC East champions in 2022, finishing the regular season with a record of 13-3 for the second time in three years. But after the Bills barely squeaked by the Miami Dolphins, 34-31, in the opening round of the postseason tournament, their season ended in disappointing fashion the following week when they lost to the Bengals, 27-10.

Nevertheless, with one of the league’s stingiest defenses and a potent offense led by Allen and Diggs, the Bills figure to be perennial contenders for conference championship honors in the years ahead. Their next AFC title will be their fifth. They have also won thirteen division titles and two league championships. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the Bills have inducted twenty-three players into their Wall of Fame, three of whom have had their numbers retired by the team. Meanwhile, nine members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season in Buffalo, with seven of those men wearing a Bills uniform during many of their peak seasons.

Factors Used to Determine Rankings

It should come as no surprise that selecting the fifty greatest Buffalo Bills players ever presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere fifty men, I still needed to devise a method of how to rank them. Certainly, Bruce Smith, O. J. Simpson, Jim Kelly, Thurman Thomas, Andre Reed, and Josh Allen would appear at, or near, the top of virtually all lists, although their order of appearance might vary from list to list. However, several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition throughout the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Bills uniform: Billy Shaw, Joe DeLamielleure, Fred Smerlas, Darryl Talley, and Kyle Williams. But how does one compare players who lined up on opposite sides of the ball with any degree of certainty? Furthermore, how does one differentiate between the pass-rushing and run-stopping skills of front-seven defenders Bruce Smith and Cornelius Bennett and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs Butch Byrd and Tony Greene? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout lineman Kent Hull and skill position players such as Joe Cribbs and Fred Jackson? After initially deciding who I wanted to include on my list, I then had to determine the criteria needed to formulate my final rankings.

The first thing I examined was the level of dominance a player attained during his time with the Bills. How often did he lead the league in a major statistical category? Did he ever capture league MVP honors? How many times did he earn a trip to the Pro Bowl or a spot on the All-Pro Team?

I also chose to assess the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Bills uniform. I reviewed where he ranked among the team’s all-time leaders in those statistical categories most pertinent to his position. Of course, using statistics as a gauge has its inherent flaws. The level of success a team experiences rushing and passing the ball is impacted greatly by the performance of its offensive line. There really is no way to quantifiably measure the level of play reached by each individual offensive lineman. Conversely, the play of the offensive line affects tremendously the statistics compiled by a team’s quarterback and running backs. Furthermore, the NFL did not keep an official record of defensive numbers, such as tackles and quarterback sacks, until the 1980s (although the Bills kept their own records prior to that). In addition, when examining the statistics compiled by offensive players, the era during which a quarterback, running back, or wide receiver competed, must be factored into the equation.

To illustrate my last point, rule changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably since the turn of the century. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers that players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the current numbers Josh Allen has compiled in his career in their proper context when comparing him to earlier Bills quarterbacks Joe Ferguson and Jim Kelly. Similarly, the statistics posted by Lee Evans and Stefon Diggs must be viewed in moderation when comparing them to previous Bills wideouts Elbert Dubenion and Andre Reed.

Other important factors I had to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the team’s overall success, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the club during his time in Buffalo, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the Bills won during a player’s years with the team certainly factored into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in western New York happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Nate Clements and Aaron Schobel will appear in these rankings.

One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Bills when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of standout performers such as Ron McDole and LeSean McCoy, both of whom had many of their finest seasons with other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of Hall of Famers James Lofton and Terrell Owens are nowhere to be found.

Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, the time has come to reveal the fifty greatest players in Bills history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.






1



Bruce Smith

Although Bruce Smith received stiff competition from O. J. Simpson, Thurman Thomas, and Jim Kelly for first place in these rankings, his status as arguably the greatest pass-rusher in the history of the game enabled him to finish just ahead of his three closest rivals for the top spot. The NFL’s all-time sack leader, Smith recorded more sacks and forced more fumbles than any other player in franchise history, while also registering the second-most tackles in team annals. Capable of taking over a game all by himself, Smith earned Pro Bowl and All-Pro honors eleven times each with his dominant play at right-defensive end, which helped lead the Bills to six division titles and four AFC championships. A two-time NFL Defensive Player of the Year and four-time AFC Defensive Player of the Year, Smith also earned spots on the NFL 1980s and 1990s All-Decade Teams, a No. 58 ranking on The Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, and a No. 31 ranking on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players. Later named to the NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019, Smith received the additional honors of having his No. 78 retired by the Bills and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his very first year of eligibility.

Born in Norfolk, Virginia, on June 18, 1963, Bruce Bernard Smith grew up in the middle-class neighborhood of Poplar Hall, where he spent his youth idolizing his father. Recalling the lessons he learned from his dad during his formative years, Smith said, “People talk about athletes being role models. I think of my father as being a role model and a hero in my life. My father was a minimum-wage worker when I was growing up. So was my mother. And they didn’t look for any excuses to get away from their responsibilities of being a parent. He would work eight or 10 hours a day at his job, come home, and find a way to muster up the energy to take me to a baseball or basketball practice. When I think about people with character and integrity, he’s the first person who comes to my mind.”

[image: ]

Bruce Smith recorded more sacks than any other player in NFL history.

Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos.

Eventually establishing himself as a star in multiple sports at Booker T. Washington High School, Smith excelled in baseball, basketball, football, and wrestling, with childhood friend, Andre Smith, remembering, “In high school, he used to play both ways, and nobody could stop him. In baseball, he could hit the ball. In basketball, it was total domination. You did not dare come in the middle. He was just so big—so demanding. And he wouldn’t give up ground.”

After earning All-State honors in football and basketball in high school, Smith accepted an athletic scholarship to Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Virginia Tech), where he became known before long as “The Sack Man.” Recording career totals of 46 sacks and 71 tackles for loss at Virginia Tech, Smith gained All-America recognition twice and won the Outland Trophy as the nation’s top lineman his senior year.

Subsequently selected by the Bills with the first overall pick of the 1985 NFL Draft, Smith performed relatively well as a rookie, registering 6.5 sacks, 48 tackles, and 4 fumble recoveries for a team that won just two games for the second straight year. Nevertheless, Smith’s work habits and overall play left something to be desired, with Marv Levy saying years later, “He was overweight, self-indulgent, didn’t have great practice habits, all of those things.”

However, Smith, who spent most of the year playing at 310 pounds, experienced a metamorphosis the following off-season, with the help of two individuals who inspired him to improve himself, both on and off the field.

In discussing the changes that Smith underwent, Marv Levy stated, “Two people had quite an impact in turning him around. One was his coveted teammate, Darryl Talley. He gave him that proverbial kick in the butt to get going. But the other, in the off-season, he went back to Virginia Tech to finish his degree, which is good, and there he met a woman counselor who put him on the right track in every respect. Boy, he dropped weight at the urging of her and Darryl, shaped up, got ready, his principles changed. He turned out to not only be the greatest player; he married that woman. And what a wife she was, his wife Carmen.”

Recalling the reasons behind his transformation, Smith stated, “I wouldn’t say there was fear. I would say there was an extreme amount of pressure. When I ballooned up to 310 pounds, I quickly realized I wasn’t going to become the player that I wanted to be. I made some adjustments. That’s when I got it, and when you get it, that’s when special things happen.”

Altering his diet completely, the 6'4" Smith shed some 35 pounds to get down to 275, which he maintained for the rest of his career. Dramatically improving his performance in 1986, a much leaner Smith gained Second-Team All-AFC recognition by ranking among the league leaders with 15 sacks, while also making 63 tackles and forcing 3 fumbles. Continuing his outstanding play during the strike-shortened 1987 campaign, Smith garnered Pro Bowl, First-Team All-AFC, and First-Team All-Pro honors by recording 12 sacks and 78 tackles in just twelve games, prompting United Press International (UPI) to also name him its NFL Defensive Player of the Year for the first of four times.

Although Smith experienced a minor setback in 1988, appearing in only twelve contests after receiving a four-game suspension for violating the NFL’s substance abuse policy, he performed well enough to earn Pro Bowl, First-Team All-Pro, and UPI NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors for the second straight time. After gaining Pro Bowl and All-Pro recognition again in 1989 by registering 13 sacks and 88 tackles, Smith turned in the most dominant performance of his career the following season, when he earned official NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors from the Associated Press and a fourth-place finish in the league MVP voting by recording 19 sacks, 101 tackles, and 4 forced fumbles.

Virtually impossible to stop because of his rare combination of size and speed, Smith proved to be too fast for most offensive linemen to block one-on-one and far too strong for running backs or tight ends to handle.

In discussing his longtime teammate’s freakish athletic ability, former Bills center Kent Hull said, “You’re talking about a guy who is stronger than a 300-pounder and faster than a linebacker. His speed around the corner is unreal. And if you move out, he’ll take one step up field, spin inside, and he’s gone.”

Recalling the time Smith picked up Colts offensive tackle Chris Hinton and slammed him to the ground, Darryl Talley, who developed tremendous chemistry with his teammate on the right side of the Bills defense, stated, “I had a catbird’s seat and saw an individual do things a lot of people couldn’t imagine. Let’s put it this way: when you see a guy grab an All-Pro tackle that’s 320 pounds and launch him five yards, what would you think?”

Hall of Fame offensive tackle Art Shell commented, “All you can do with a guy like that is try and stay in front of him and hope the quarterback gets rid of the damn ball quick enough.”

Former NFL defensive lineman Jim Jeffcoat said of Smith, “He makes things happen. He can get triple- or double-teamed, but he’s still going to make things happen. He’s just one of those rare kinds of athletes.”

An extremely instinctive player, Smith received praise for his ability to quickly diagnose plays from former Bills defensive coordinator and head coach Wade Phillips, who stated, “Like most great players, he sees things and reacts quicker to them than average players. . . . I can say I’ve never had anybody better than Bruce.”

Although Smith built his reputation largely on his ability to apply pressure to opposing quarterbacks, he gradually developed into an outstanding run defender as well, with Marv Levy saying during the latter stages of the Hall of Fame lineman’s career, “Early in his career, he wanted to get every sack he could, and his run defense would suffer. Seven or eight years ago, he began to take great pride in his run defense.”

Levy also spoke of Smith’s strong work ethic and leadership ability, stating, “Bruce likes to do things quietly, when he doesn’t think people see him, like working out every week on his day off. I guess he feels if people think he has stayed so good for so long on natural talent alone, so be it. . . . The best leadership anybody can provide is by example. And the way he prepared it spilled over on the other players.”

Levy then added, “I’ve said this before, so I might as well say it again: I think he’s the greatest defensive end who’s ever played the game.”

After appearing in all but four nonstrike games the Bills played his first six years in the league, Smith missed most of the 1991 season with knee problems. However, he returned the following season to begin a seven-year stretch during which he recorded a total of 86 sacks, earning in the process Pro Bowl and All-Pro honors each year. Particularly outstanding in 1992, 1993, and 1996, Smith registered 14 sacks and 89 tackles in the first of those campaigns, before recording 14 sacks and 108 tackles in the second. Three years later, Smith earned AP NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors for the second time by finishing second in the league with 13.5 sacks, while also making 90 tackles.

However, after the thirty-six-year-old Smith registered just 7 sacks and 45 tackles in 1999, the Bills released him at the end of the year due to salary cap constraints. Smith, who, during his time in Buffalo, recorded 171 sacks, 1,054 tackles, 35 forced fumbles, 14 fumble recoveries, 2 interceptions, and 1 touchdown, amazingly compiled that lofty sack total despite spending several seasons playing in a 3-4 defense. Quick to point out his tremendous feat, Smith, of whom Darryl Talley once said, “He’s the best, and he’ll tell you he’s the best and mean it,” stated, “When you’re able to accomplish that in a 3-4 defense, you have to sit back, shake your head, and say, ‘That’s pretty darn impressive.’ It’s incredible, to be quite honest with you.”

After being released by the Bills, Smith signed with Washington, for whom he recorded another 29 sacks over the course of the next four seasons, before announcing his retirement at the end of 2003. In addition to holding the NFL record for most career sacks (200), Smith ranks eighth all-time with 43 forced fumbles. Meanwhile, Smith’s career total of 279 games played places him second in league history only to Minnesota’s Jim Marshall among defensive ends.

Returning to his home state following his playing days, Smith became a large-scale hotel designer in Virginia Beach, where he heads his own real estate development company, Bruce Smith Enterprises. Although Smith exercises regularly and appears to be in good shape physically, he stated during a 2016 interview, “I look good, but I’m in pain. There’s not a day that goes by that I’m not in pain. Multiple joints and things that I experience on a daily basis. It can be very frustrating sometimes and painful, but I’m very blessed. God has been good.”



Bills Career Highlights


Best Season

Smith earned NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors in both 1990 and 1996, and either of those seasons would make an excellent choice for the best of his career. In addition to setting a single-season franchise record that still stands by recording 19 sacks in the first of those campaigns, Smith registered 101 tackles, which represents the second-highest total of his career. Meanwhile, Smith recorded 13.5 sacks, 90 tackles, and a league-leading 5 forced fumbles in 1996. Since the Bills won the AFC Championship and Smith recorded more sacks and tackles in 1990, we’ll identify that as his finest season.



Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances


	Recorded the first two sacks of his career during a 27-20 loss to the Minnesota Vikings on September 29, 1985.

	Earned AFC Defensive Player of the Week honors for the first of eight times by recording 3 sacks and forcing a fumble, which he recovered in the end zone for a touchdown, during a 27-3 win over the Indianapolis Colts on December 13, 1987.

	Contributed to a 37-14 victory over the Jets on October 17, 1988, by registering 2.5 sacks.

	Turned in another dominant performance against the Jets on October 22, 1989, sacking quarterback Ken O’Brien three times during a lopsided 34-3 victory.

	Got to quarterback Jeff George four times during a 31-7 win over Indianapolis on December 9, 1990, earning in the process AFC Defensive Player of the Week honors.

	Starred against the Colts once again on September 20, 1992, recording 3 sacks during a convincing 38-0 Bills victory.

	A sack and interception during a 19-10 win over the Jets on October 24, 1993, earned him AFC Defensive Player of the Week honors.

	
Contributed to the Bills 29-23 victory over the Los Angeles Raiders in the divisional round of the 1993 playoffs by sacking quarterback Jeff Hostetler twice.

	Equaled his single-game high by recording 4 sacks during a 15-7 win over the Houston Oilers on September 18, 1994.

	Turned in an exceptional all-around effort against Kansas City on October 30, 1994, earning AFC Defensive Player of the Week honors by sacking Joe Montana twice, forcing a fumble, and recovering another during a 44-10 rout of the Chiefs.

	Led the Bills to a 17-10 win over the Patriots on September 8, 1996, by sacking Drew Bledsoe three times.

	Gained recognition as AFC Defensive Player of the Week by recording 2 sacks during a 24-17 win over the Eagles on November 10, 1996, with his sack of Ty Detmer on a 4th and goal play from the Buffalo 3-yard line in the closing moments preserving the victory.

	Earned that distinction again by recording 2.5 sacks during a 9-6 win over the Colts on October 20, 1997.

	Earned AFC Defensive Player of the Week honors for the last time by registering a sack and forcing a fumble during a 26-21 win over the 49ers on October 4, 1998.






Notable Achievements


	Scored one defensive touchdown

	Finished in double digits in sacks twelve times

	Recorded more than one hundred tackles twice

	Led NFL in forced fumbles twice

	Finished second in NFL in sacks three times

	Led Bills in sacks thirteen times

	Holds Bills single season record for most sacks (19 in 1990)

	Holds Bills career records for most sacks (171) and most forced fumbles (35)

	Ranks among Bills career leaders with 1,054 tackles (2nd), 14 fumble recoveries (2nd), and 217 games played (2nd)

	Ranks first in NFL history with 200 career sacks

	Ranks eighth in NFL history with 43 forced fumbles

	Six-time division champion (1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, and 1995)

	Four-time AFC champion (1990, 1991, 1992, and 1993)

	Eight-time AFC Defensive Player of the Week

	
Six-time AFC Defensive Player of the Month

	
Two-time AP NFL Defensive Player of the Year (1990 and 1996)

	
Four-time UPI NFL Defensive Player of the Year (1987, 1988, 1990, and 1996)

	
Two-time PFWA NFL Defensive Player of the Year (1993 and 1996)

	
1993 NEA NFL Defensive Player of the Year


	
Four-time AFC Defensive Player of the Year (1987, 1988, 1990, and 1996)

	
Eleven-time Pro Bowl selection (1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, and 1998)

	
Eight-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1987, 1988, 1990, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997)

	
Three-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1989, 1992, and 1998)

	
Ten-time First-Team All-AFC selection (1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997)

	
1986 Second-Team All-AFC selection


	
Pro Football Reference All-1990s First Team


	
NFL 1980s All-Decade Second Team


	
NFL 1990s All-Decade First Team


	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019

	Number 58 on The Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History

	Number 31 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players

	Number 78 retired by Bills

	Inducted into Bills Wall of Fame in 2008

	Inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2009
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O. J. Simpson

Some may object to the idea of placing O. J. Simpson second on this list due to the unconscionable acts he allegedly committed long after his playing career ended. Nevertheless, the level of excellence Simpson attained during his time in Buffalo made it impossible to rank him any lower. One of the most dynamic running backs in NFL history, Simpson won four rushing titles, becoming in 1973 the first player to gain more than 2,000 yards on the ground in a single season. A member of the Bills from 1969 to 1977, Simpson rushed for more than 1,000 yards five times, amassed more than 1,000 all-purpose yards seven times, and surpassed 2,000 yards from scrimmage twice, earning in the process six Pro Bowl selections, five First-Team All-Pro nominations, and one NFL MVP award. Also named AFC Offensive Player of the Year once and conference Player of the Year twice, Simpson earned the additional honors of being awarded spots on the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, being accorded a No. 26 ranking on The Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History and a No. 40 ranking on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players, and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame the first time his name appeared on the ballot. Yet despite his many achievements and the tremendous popularity he enjoyed during his playing career and throughout the early stages of his retirement, Simpson remains one of the most tragic figures in the history of American sports.

Born in San Francisco, California, on July 9, 1947, Orenthal James Simpson grew up with his three siblings in the housing projects of the Potrero Hill neighborhood barely knowing his father, who, after leaving the family in 1952, worked as a drag queen, announced he was gay, and eventually died of aids. Raised by his mother, Eunice, who worked as a hospital administrator, Simpson developed rickets as a toddler and wore braces on his legs until the age of five, leaving him pigeon-toed and bowlegged.

[image: ]

O. J. Simpson won four rushing titles during his time in Buffalo.

Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com

Something of a problem during his early teenage years, Simpson joined a street gang called the Persian Warriors at the age of thirteen and ultimately spent some time at the San Francisco Youth Guidance Center, where he received anger management assistance. Later described by his childhood sweetheart and first wife, Marguerite, as a “really awful person then,” Simpson also experienced troubles in school, often engaging in fistfights and suffering numerous suspensions. However, following his third arrest, Simpson decided to mend his ways after his uncle Hollis, with the help of a youth counselor at the local Booker T. Washington Center, arranged a meeting one afternoon between him and his childhood hero, Willie Mays. Recalling how his conversation with the Hall of Fame Giants outfielder changed his life, Simpson told Sports Illustrated, “I had an entirely different outlook on everything after that day with Willie Mays. I can’t really say that it turned my life around, just like that. I honestly believe that I would have made it on my own. But that time with Mays made me realize that my dream was possible. Willie wasn’t superhuman. He was an ordinary person, so there was a chance for me.”

Eventually emerging as a standout athlete at Galileo High School, Simpson ran track, played baseball, and starred at running back and defensive back for the school’s football team, earning All-City honors with his outstanding play on the gridiron. But, with Simpson struggling in the classroom, he received little interest from college recruiters, forcing him to spend two years at the City College of San Francisco (CCSF), a local junior college. Performing brilliantly at CCSF over the course of the next two seasons, Simpson scored 26 touchdowns and averaged almost 10 yards per carry as a freshman, before earning Junior College All-America honors his sophomore year.

Subsequently recruited far more heavily by Division I schools, Simpson accepted an athletic scholarship to the University of Southern California, where his accomplishments on the football field made him a legend. After leading the Trojans to the national championship and earning a runner-up finish in the Heisman Trophy voting as a junior by leading the nation with 1,543 yards rushing and 13 touchdowns, Simpson took his game to another level his senior year, when en route to winning the Heisman and being named the College Athlete of the Year by both the AP and UPI, he gained 1,880 yards on the ground and scored 23 touchdowns. Excelling in track as well, Simpson served as a member of the USC sprint relay team that broke the world record in the 4 x 110-yard relay at the NCAA track championships in Provo, Utah, on June 17, 1967.

Entering the 1969 NFL Draft as the most highly touted running back prospect in years, Simpson came off the board quickly, with the Bills selecting him with the first overall pick. However, following his arrival in Buffalo, Simpson inexplicably found himself being used very much as a decoy by new Bills head coach John Rauch, who often assigned him blocking and receiving duties at the expense of running the football. Recalling Rauch’s questionable strategy, Bills tight end Paul Costa stated, “We knew he [Simpson] had a lot of ability, but the way Rauch was using him was weird. There was no rhyme or reason to it. You’ve got a rookie running back, and he’s got a lot to learn, and you’ve got a coach that’s insecure, so they didn’t really hit it off. . . . He didn’t use him right—decoy, wide receiver, and all that.”

Although Rauch failed to take full advantage of his tremendous running ability, Simpson earned Pro Bowl honors in 1969 by rushing for 697 yards, amassing 1,040 yards from scrimmage, finishing third in the league with 1,569 all-purpose yards, and scoring 5 touchdowns for a Bills team that won just four games. With Simpson missing six games the following year from a knee injury, the Bills fared no better, finishing the season with a record of just 3-10-1. Meanwhile, Simpson gained only 488 yards on the ground, accumulated 960 all-purpose yards, and scored 6 touchdowns, one of which came on a 95-yard kickoff return.

Frustrated with his misuse and lack of overall production, Simpson said during the 1971 preseason, “The last two years, I was playing football just for the money. I couldn’t wait for the season to end so I could get out of Buffalo and go back home. Well, man, I finally realized that was no way to be. I had to get my mind right and go to work.”

Hoping for better things under new head coach Harvey Johnson, both Simpson and the Bills found themselves being terribly disappointed with the team winning just one game and Simpson rushing for 742 yards, amassing 904 yards from scrimmage and 1,011 all-purpose yards, and scoring 5 TDs.

However, Simpson finally began to realize his full potential after ownership fired Johnson at the end of the year and replaced him with former Denver Broncos head coach Lou Saban, who had previously coached the Bills from 1962 to 1965, leading them to back-to-back AFL championships in 1964 and 1965. Making his intentions known upon his return to Buffalo prior to the start of the 1972 season, Saban declared, “We have a great runner, a game-breaker who is a big-play athlete. I intend to use him.”

Flourishing under Saban the next five seasons, Simpson posted the following numbers from 1972 to 1976 (note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the NFL in that statistical category that year):

1972: 1,251 Yds Rushing, 27 Recs, 198 Rec Yds, 1,449 Yds from Scrimmage, 6 TDs

1973: 2,003 Yds Rushing, 6 Recs, 70 Rec Yds, 2,073 Yds from Scrimmage, 12 TDs

1974: 1,125 Yds Rushing, 15 Recs, 189 Rec Yds, 1,314 Yds from Scrimmage, 4 TDs

1975: 1,817 Yds Rushing, 28 Recs, 426 Rec Yds, 2,243 Yds from Scrimmage, 23 TDs

1976: 1,503 Yds Rushing, 22 Recs, 259 Rec Yds, 1,762 Yds from Scrimmage, 9 TDs

In addition to leading the NFL in rushing in all but one of those seasons, Simpson topped the circuit in yards from scrimmage three times, all-purpose yards and rushing touchdowns twice each, and touchdowns, points scored, and yards per rushing attempt once each, averaging more than 5 yards per carry on three separate occasions. A Pro Bowl, First-Team All-Pro, and First-Team All-AFC selection all five years, Simpson also earned NFL MVP and Offensive Player of the Year honors in 1973, when he became the first player to surpass 2,000 yards rushing in a season. Two years later, Simpson gained recognition as AFC Offensive Player of the Year by setting personal bests in yards from scrimmage, touchdowns, and points scored. Meanwhile, the Bills posted a winning record three times, winning nine games twice and advancing to the playoffs as a wild card in 1974.

Certainly, Buffalo’s rebuilt offensive line, which included perennial All-Pros Joe DeLamielleure and Reggie McKenzie, contributed greatly to the success Simpson experienced throughout the period, as McKenzie acknowledged when he said, “You know, when I got to Buffalo, they were starting to call O. J. ‘Stutter-step’ because he was stepping back because he had no blocking.” And with Simpson acquiring the nickname “Juice” (short for “Orange Juice,” as in O. J.), the Bills’ front five became known as the “Electric Company,” since they “turned on the Juice.”

Nevertheless, much of Simpson’s success could be attributed to his extraordinary natural ability, which set him apart from other runners. Blessed with exceptional speed, the 6'1", 212-pound Simpson hit holes quickly and proved to be virtually impossible to bring down once he broke into the open field. Capable of outrunning even the league’s swiftest defensive backs, Simpson also displayed outstanding strength, balance, and cutback ability. Marveling at his onetime teammate’s elusiveness, former Bills center Mike Montler said, “I played with him four years, and I’d be willing to bet I could count on one hand the number of times he was actually tackled.”

Quarterback Joe Ferguson, who spent much of his time in Buffalo handing the ball off to Simpson, stated, “It was amazing to hand the ball off to him and watch him move with his balance and vision and football wisdom.”

Claiming that the snow and frigid temperatures at Rich Stadium seemed to have little effect on Simpson, Joe DeLamielleure said, “I can’t fail to mention how amazing Simpson played in bad weather. While other guys were slipping and sliding in an inch of water—or half a foot of snow—on the field, O. J. could plant and cut as if it were dry as a bone.”

Simpson’s greatness on the football field and engaging personality helped make him one of the sport’s most popular and recognizable figures. Further increasing his notoriety by appearing in a handful of movies and television commercials during the mid-1970s, Simpson became almost as well-known for running through airports as part of a TV advertisement for Hertz Rent-a-Cars, which represented something of a breakthrough in terms of the marketing of African American athletes.

But, as Simpson’s popularity surged, his string of brilliant seasons ended in 1977, when, sidelined for much of the year by an injury, he rushed for only 557 yards, amassed just 695 yards from scrimmage, and failed to score a single touchdown. Dealt to his hometown San Francisco 49ers following the conclusion of the campaign for five future draft picks, Simpson spent two years playing on the West Coast, failing to regain his earlier form, before retiring at the end of 1979 with career totals of 11,236 rushing yards, 2,142 receiving yards, 13,378 yards from scrimmage, 14,368 all-purpose yards, and 76 touchdowns, with his 11,236 yards gained on the ground representing the second-highest total in NFL history at the time. As a member of the Bills, Simpson rushed for 10,183 yards and 57 touchdowns, made 175 receptions for 1,924 yards and 12 TDs, amassed 12,107 yards from scrimmage, accumulated 13,097 all-purpose yards, and scored 70 touchdowns.

Following his retirement from football, Simpson remained in the public eye for several more years, doing color commentary on ABC’s “Monday Night Football” and NBC’s NFL coverage, while also accumulating a total of thirty-one film credits in television and cinema. However, Simpson found himself being thrust into the spotlight for all the wrong reasons in June 1994, when, two years after divorcing his second wife, Nicole Brown, authorities accused him of murdering her and her good friend, Ron Goldman, at her Los Angeles home.

After leading police on a car chase through the freeways of Los Angeles, which the entire nation viewed on television, Simpson, who had a history of physically abusing and making death threats toward Brown, eventually surrendered to law enforcement officers. A controversial, highly publicized, and racially charged “trial of the century” ensued that ended with Simpson being acquitted of all charges, even though evidence presented at the trial linked him to the murders. But, with Simpson later found liable for both deaths in a civil lawsuit, he was ordered to pay $33.5 million to the families of the victims.

Running afoul of the law again in 2007, Simpson and some associates broke into a Las Vegas hotel room and stole memorabilia that he claimed belonged to him. Convicted of armed robbery and kidnapping, Simpson received a sentence of thirty-three years’ imprisonment, with a minimum of nine years without parole. After serving his minimum sentence at the Lovelock Correctional Center in Nevada, Simpson was released on parole on October 1, 2017. Granted early release from his parole by the Nevada Division of Parole and Probation on December 14, 2021, the seventy-six-year-old Simpson now lives quietly in Las Vegas, where he participates in memorabilia signings and playing golf.


Bills Career Highlights

Best Season

Simpson posted the best overall numbers of his career in 1975, earning AFC Offensive Player of the Year honors by leading the league with 1,817 yards rushing, 2,243 yards from scrimmage, 16 rushing TDs, 23 touchdowns, 138 points scored, and a rushing average of 5.5 yards per carry. Nevertheless, the 1973 campaign is generally considered to be Simpson’s signature season. En route to earning NFL Player of the Year and league MVP honors, Simpson topped the circuit in five different offensive categories, including yards rushing (2,003), yards from scrimmage (2,073), and rushing touchdowns (12). He also averaged a career-high 6.0 yards per carry, which placed him second in the league rankings to Miami’s Mercury Morris.

Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances


	Went over 100 yards rushing for the first time as a pro during a 41-28 win over the Denver Broncos on September 28, 1969, gaining 110 yards on 24 carries, while also making 5 receptions for 45 yards and 1 touchdown.

	Led the Bills to a 28-3 victory over the Miami Dolphins on November 16, 1969, by rushing for 72 yards and making 3 receptions for 81 yards and 2 touchdowns, scoring one of those on a 55-yard pass from Jack Kemp. Also had a kickoff return of 73 yards, giving him a total of 226 all-purpose yards on the day.

	Topped that performance on October 4, 1970, amassing 303 all-purpose yards and scoring 2 touchdowns during a 34-31 win over the Jets. In addition to rushing for 99 yards and 1 touchdown, made 3 receptions for 63 yards and accumulated 141 yards on special teams, scoring a second TD on a 95-yard kickoff return.

	
Contributed to a 45-10 win over the Patriots on November 1, 1970, by carrying the ball 17 times for 123 yards and one TD, which came on a 56-yard run early in the second quarter.

	Rushed for 189 yards and recorded a career-long 94-yard touchdown run during a 38-21 loss to the Steelers on October 29, 2972.

	Rushed for 250 yards and 2 touchdowns during a 31-13 win over the Patriots in the opening game of the 1973 regular season, scoring one of his TDs on an 80-yard run.

	Led the Bills to a 27-26 victory over the Philadelphia Eagles on October 7, 1973, by carrying the ball 27 times for 171 yards and 1 touchdown.

	Followed that up by rushing for 166 yards and 2 touchdowns during a 31-13 win over the Colts on October 14, 1973, scoring one of his TDs on a 78-yard run.

	Continued his banner year by rushing for 157 yards and 2 touchdowns during a 23-14 win over the Kansas City Chiefs on October 29, 1973.

	Moved to within striking distance of the magical 2,000-yard mark by rushing for 219 yards and 1 touchdown during a 37-13 win over the Patriots on December 9, 1973. One week later, during a 34-14 win over the Jets in the regular-season finale, became the first player in NFL history to gain more than 2,000 yards on the ground in a season when he carried the ball thirty-four times for 200 yards and 1 touchdown.

	Began the 1975 campaign in fine fashion, rushing for 173 yards and 2 touchdowns during a 42-14 victory over the Jets in the opening game of the regular season.

	In Week 2, followed that up by rushing for 227 yards and 1 touchdown during a 30-21 win over the Pittsburgh Steelers, scoring his TD on an 88-yard run.

	Led the Bills to a 38-31 victory over the Baltimore Colts on October 12, 1975, by carrying the ball thirty-two times for 159 yards and 1 touchdown.

	On November 9, 1975, rushed for 123 yards, made 3 receptions for 71 yards, and scored 3 TDs, the longest of which came on a 44-yard run, although the Bills lost to the Colts, 42-35.

	The following week, carried the ball seventeen times for 197 yards and 2 touchdowns during a 33-24 loss to the Cincinnati Bengals on November 17, 1975.

	
Six days later, gained only 69 yards on the ground during a 45-31 win over the Patriots, but scored a career-high 4 touchdowns, scoring twice on short runs and twice on short passes from Joe Ferguson.

	Continued to be a thorn in the side of the Patriots during a 34-14 Bills win on December 14, 1975, rushing for 185 yards and 1 touchdown, which came on a 63-yard run.

	Had a huge game against the Detroit Lions on November 25, 1976. Though losing 27-14, rushed for a career-high 273 yards and 2 touchdowns, the longest of which came on a 48-yard scamper.

	Turned in another exceptional effort in a losing cause on December 5, 1976, rushing for 203 yards and 1 touchdown during a 45-27 loss to the Dolphins, scoring his TD on a 75-yard run.



Notable Achievements


	Rushed for more than 1,000 yards five times, topping 1,500 yards three times and 2,000 yards once

	Amassed more than 1,000 yards from scrimmage six times, topping 2,000 yards twice

	Surpassed 1,000 all-purpose yards seven times

	Scored more than 10 touchdowns twice

	Scored more than 100 points once (138 in 1975)

	Led NFL in rushing attempts three times, rushing yards four times, yards from scrimmage three times, all-purpose yards twice, rushing touchdowns twice, touchdowns once, points scored once, and rushing average once

	Finished second in NFL in rushing attempts once, all-purpose yards once, and rushing average twice

	Finished third in NFL in rushing attempts once, rushing yards once, yards from scrimmage once, and all-purpose yards once

	Led Bills in rushing nine times

	Holds Bills single-season records for most yards rushing (2,003 in 1973), yards from scrimmage (2,243 in 1975), rushing touchdowns (16 in 1975), and touchdowns (23 in 1975)

	Ranks among Bills career leaders with 2,123 rushing attempts (2nd), 10,183 yards rushing (2nd), 12,107 yards from scrimmage (3rd), 13,097 all-purpose yards (3rd), 57 rushing touchdowns (2nd), 70 touchdowns (3rd), and 420 points scored (7th)

	Four-time NFL Offensive Player of the Week

	1973 NFL Offensive Player of the Year

	
1973 NFL MVP


	1973 Bert Bell Award winner as NFL Player of the Year

	Two-time AFC Player of the Year (1972 and 1973)

	1975 AFC Offensive Player of the Year

	Six-time Pro Bowl selection (1969, 1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, and 1976)

	Five-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, and 1976)

	Five-time First-Team All-AFC selection (1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, and 1976)

	
Pro Football Reference All-1970s First Team

	NFL 1970s All-Decade First Team

	Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary All-Time Team in 1994


	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019

	Number 26 on The Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History

	Number 40 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players

	Inducted into Bills Wall of Fame in 1980

	Inducted into Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1985
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