
  [image: Cover Page of Legends of the Buffalo Bills]


  [image: Title Page of Legends of the Buffalo Bills]


  Copyright © 2003, 2015 by Randy Schultz

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Photos courtesy of the E.H. Butler Library Archives and Special Collections at Buffalo State College with the exception of the following: pages 92, 113, 122, 125, and 127 courtesy of AP/WWP; pages 5, 11, 29, 41, 43, 111, 115, 129, 139, 143, and 144 by Janet Schultz; and pages 59, 61, 63, 65, 71, 99, 101, 103, 105, 107, 115, 131, 132, and 133 by Bill Wippert.

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Zach Arlan

  Cover photo credit AP Images

  ISBN: 978-1-61321-775-7

  Ebook ISBN 978-1-61321-789-4

  Printed in China


  To my family.

  Karla, a great daughter, wife, and mother. I’m so proud of you and your accomplishments.

  Scott, a wonderful son-in-law. Thanks, too, for your 20-year career in the Army. Thank you for your service to our country.

  Damian and Christian, two of the most wonderful grandsons a “papa” could ever ask for.

  Finally, my wife Janet. I couldn’t ask for a better wife, partner or friend in life. You have always been there for me. I love you.

  I love all of you. Thanks for your continued support.
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  INTRODUCTION

  IT IS HARD to believe that I have been writing about professional football for almost 40 years. I began back in 1976 and didn’t realize at the time that nearly four decades later many of those early athletes I interviewed then would be a part of my book today.

  As a freelance sportswriter I consider it a privilege and honor to cover the National Football League. For almost four decades I have never taken this privilege for granted.

  You have to understand that as a freelancer I am considered like a “hired hand” for each story I’m assigned. I do not work fulltime for any particular media outlet.

  So many thanks go to Bills Senior VP of Communications, Scott Berchtold, for honoring my requests over the years for press passes to cover Bills games at Ralph Wilson Stadium, as well as interviews with selected players.

  During this time I have interviewed many Bills players as well as people working for the organization. I have considered each one special and enjoyed each story I’ve been told.

  What I did with this book is to try and tell the history of the team with selected players from each Bills era.

  I would like to thank a lot of people in helping me make this book possible. First, to “Shout!” Magazine, a magazine dedicated to covering the Buffalo Bills. Many thanks to Larry Bump, David M. Jones and Brian Spindler for giving me the opportunity to write a weekly Bills column entitled, “Where Are They Now?”

  Second, to the people at Buffalo State College and the E. H. Butler Library Archives and Special Collections for many of the photographs used in this book.

  To my wife, Janet, who is always there with encouraging words of support. She also had the privilege of photographing the Bills on the sidelines at the Ralph for 10 seasons.

  To editor Julie Ganz at Skyhorse Publishing, many thanks for all your wonderful editing skills. Thanks, too, for making that initial contact with me regarding another book I was involved with. You have been wonderful and very easy to work with.

  To Skyhorse Publishing, many thanks for allowing a guy from Wilson, New York, to do a rewrite on a Bills book that had been originally published 12 years ago.

  Finally, to those of you reading this book. I found out a dozen years ago just how powerful a book on the Bills can be with their fans. At the book signings I attended, I appreciated each and every one of you who bought the book.

  I also enjoyed the conversations I had with each of you, no matter how short or long each one may have been.

  I have found out through my travels across this great country of ours that there are many great sports cities. But I don’t think there is one quite like Buffalo, with the love affair their fans have with their Bills.

  Football is truly a way of life for Bills fans, no matter how passionate or casual a fan they may be of the team. It is something that can be felt 12 months a year, 365 days a year, 24/7. That excitement is once again building with new owners, Terry and Kim Pegula (see the final chapter in this book).

  They are not only improving the Bills on the field but building the enthusiasm level up for the city of Buffalo as well as Western New York area, something that has not been seen in these areas in years.

  It is truly an exciting time to be a Bills fan as well as a Western New Yorker.

  To all of you, thank you and enjoy.


  1960 BUFFALO BILLS

  WITH EVERY ORGANIZATION, you need a solid foundation. The foundation for the Buffalo Bills came in 1960 when that first team took the field. Although they may not have had a great first season, they became the base from which a great organization evolved.

  That is how retired Bills athletic trainer Ed Abramoski remembered that first Bills team, which began play in 1960.

  It began as a dream. Nineteen sixty marked the beginning of a new decade. It was a year that saw U.S. pilot Francis Gary Powers shot down while flying over the Soviet Union in his U-2 plane. Adolf Eichmann, the infamous Nazi war criminal, was captured in Argentina, and John F. Kennedy would edge out Richard Nixon for the American presidency.

  But on July 30, 1960, a crowd of 16,474 at Buffalo’s War Memorial Stadium watched the Boston Patriots defeat the Buffalo Bills, 28-7 in a preseason opener that served as the first game in American Football League history.

  Since that night, 43 years have passed, and during that time the Bills have evolved into one of pro football’s most successful franchises.

  “I remember the first day we arrived for our first training camp in East Aurora,” said Abramoski. “The football helmets didn’t come in until six o’clock the night before we were to begin practice. The equipment man and I stayed up all night putting the facemasks on and getting those helmets ready.”

  The late Dick Gallagher was the general manager of the Bills. He hired Garrard “Buster” Ramsey as the team’s first head coach. Ramsey assembled a staff of assistant coaches that included Harvey Johnson and Floyd “Breezy” Reed.

  Ramsey, who coached the Bills in their first two seasons in the AFL, recalled those first years in the fledgling league.
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  Ed Abramoski

  “It was really difficult, a tough deal, starting up a new team in a new league,” stated Ramsey. “Besides coaching, I did a little bit of everything. I helped order and select our uniforms and other equipment we used. And I really didn’t know anything at all about Buffalo. I had come from Detroit. But I soon found out just how good a football town Buffalo was. The fans were tremendous, especially in that first year I was there.”

  Ramsey had one other memory from his Buffalo days.

  “That training site we used in that first year out in East Aurora, where they had the polo fields on the Knox estate, was awful,” remarked the former Bills head coach. “It was like practicing on concrete. The surface was that hard.”

  Then there was the team itself. Four individuals tried their hands at quarterback that first year, including John Green, Tommy O’Connell, Rich Lucas, and the late Bob Brodhead. Lucas was the Bills’ first draft pick ever. He became part of pro football trivia.

  “I was a pretty good defensive halfback,” said Lucas, who played his college football at Penn State. “But I just wanted the chance to quarterback a team. I had more of an opportunity to do that in Buffalo. So I signed with the Bills and never regretted it.”

  Lucas remembered that first training camp held at East Aurora. “Buster Ramsey and his coaching staff were really working very hard, but they didn’t have the best conditions to work in,” said Lucas. “There were so many people trying out that it was almost impossible to figure out who was coming and who was going in that first camp.”

  But Lucas appreciated the fact that Ramsey gave him a chance at quarterback.

  “Tommy O’Connell and John Green were the main quarterbacks that year for the Bills,” recalled Lucas. “And they got sacked a lot that first season. The offensive line that was playing in front of them was weak.

  “But Buster gave me my chance to show what I could do. But it wasn’t easy. I had trouble learning the cadence or calls that a quarterback had to do. And I know that Buster was really frustrated with me because of that.”

  Green remembered that first year.

  “It was a wide-open league,” stated Green. “The league was made up of either rookies or veterans. There didn’t seem to be too much in between.”

  Green made history on October 23 when he led the Bills to their first regular-season home win ever, 38-9, over the Oakland Raiders. Green threw for 243 yards and four touchdowns and ran for another.

  “Running back Wray Carlton is the guy who made me look good that day,” remembered Green. “He scored three touchdown passes from me on a day that was very rainy and muddy. And on most of my passes to him, Wray was the secondary target. He would just catch the ball and run with it after he caught it. Wray did most of the work.”

  Green had the Bills’ first 300-yard passing performance the following week when Buffalo beat the Houston Oilers, 25-24. It also marked Buffalo’s first two-game winning streak.

  Green would end up that initial season leading the Bills in touchdown passes (10), yards passing (1,267), passes attempted (228) and completed passes (89).

  Besides Carlton in the backfield, other Bills running backs included Fred Ford, Wollmer Fowler, Darrell Harper, Joe Kulbacki, Harold Lewis and Carl Smith. The offensive line consisted of offensive tackles Tony Discenzo, Ed Meyer, Harold Olson and Bob Sedlock. Offensive guards were Phil Blazer, Don Chelf and Ed Muelhaupt. Dan McGrew was the center.

  The wide receivers included Bob Barrett, Dick Brubaker, Dan Chamberlain, Monte Crockett, Al Hoisington, and Tom Rychlec.

  The defensive front line included Leroy Moore, Charlie Rutkowski, Lavern Torczon, Mack Yoho, Gene Grabosky, Chuck McMurtry, John Scott and Jim Sorey. The linebackers had Bernie Buzynski, Joe Hergert, Jack Laraway, Archie Matsos, Sam Palumbo, Dennis Remmert and Joe Schaffer. The defensive backs included Jack Johnson, Billy Kinard, Rchie McCabe, Jim Wagstaff and Billy Atkins.

  During many of the Bills’ home games that initial year, you could hear fans yell, “Yooooo Ho,” each time the home team kicked off. The cheer was for Yoho, who, besides being a defensive lineman, handled many of the Bills’ kicking duties, including kickoffs, extra points and field goals.

  “I think I got the job through process of elimination,” said a modest Yoho, although it may have been true, because he was one of five players to attempt a field goal in 1960.

  While Buffalo’s offense may have struggled that first year (ranked eighth in the eight-team AFL), the defense shined. Leading the way on defense was Matsos. In that first season, the former Michigan State star had eight interceptions for the Bills.

  “That was a strange first year,” recalled Matsos. “The Bills had the best defense in the AFL. But they also had the worst offense. I guess the defense that year set the tone for future Bills teams.”

  The Bills finished their first season with a 5-8-1 record, good enough for a third-place finish in the AFL’s Eastern Divison.

  But it was just the start for the Bills. Van Miller, who has been the radio voice of the team for 33 of its 40 seasons, summed up that first year.

  “We were part of something new and exciting,” commented Miller. “We struggled and the team lost money. But it was the start of a love affair between a team and Western New York. It may not have been pretty at times, but it sure was a lot of fun.”

  And it was just the beginning of an organization that would produce many legendary players over the next 43 years.


  RALPH WILSON

  “IF IT WASN’T FOR RALPH WILSON, there wouldn’t be a Buffalo Bills team today. He was the guy who brought the team to Buffalo with the old American Football League. He was the guy who stuck it out through those years in the AFL when money was a big factor.

  He stuck it out through the years of playing in old War Memorial Stadium, a stadium that had character but was outdated by the time the Bills began playing in it in 1960. He helped get a new stadium built in 1973.

  He stuck it out through the good and bad years of the franchise. He never gave up. And today, he’s one of the most respected owners in the NFL. He is respected in Western New York and Southern Ontario for keeping the NFL in Buffalo when others would have been happy to see the Bills move elsewhere.

  “Ralph Wilson is a giant in the sport.”

  That is how former Bills athletic trainer Ed Abramoski described Bills owner Ralph C. Wilson Jr., the only owner the Bills had ever had.

  Buffalo history in professional football is legendary. A charter member of the National Football League in 1920, Buffalo’s stay was shortlived. They would later appear as members of the old American Football League and the All-American Football Conference.

  Their stay in the AAFC was for only four seasons before the league dissolved. Three teams from the AAFC were absorbed into the NFL in 1950, including the Cleveland Browns, San Francisco 49ers and Baltimore Colts. Buffalo had been shut out again until Wilson came along in 1959.
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  Ralph Wilson (left) and Chuck Knox (right).

  By the following year, Wilson had reintroduced professional football to Western New York with the formation of the Bills with the American Football League.

  Wilson joined Lamar Hunt, along with six other owners, to form the AFL. “The Original Eight” or “The Foolish Club,” as they were better known as at the time, included the Bills, Dallas Texans, Boston Patriots, New York Titans, Oakland Raiders, Los Angeles Chargers, Houston Oilers and Denver Broncos.

  “A lot of people, including the NFL, really didn’t give us much of a chance to survive at the time,” recalled Wilson.

  But survive they did. Interestingly enough, it was following initial talks between Wilson and Carroll Rosenbloom, then owner of the Baltimore Colts, that a merger with the rival NFL was initiated.

  As president of the AFL in 1965, Wilson served on the expansion committee and the AFL-NFL negotiations committee. Over his 44 seasons as owner of the Bills, he has served as chairman of the NFL pension committee and was a member of the labor committee.

  He also served on the board of NFL Charities, the Super Bowl policy committee, realignment working group and is actively working on league governance issues.

  “There is no doubt in my mind that Ralph Wilson has been a driving force, both in the AFL and in the NFL,” recalled a former Bills defensive lineman, the late Tom Day. “If it weren’t for Ralph Wilson there wouldn’t be a Buffalo Bills franchise.”

  And like any good owner, Wilson always wanted a winner in Buffalo and did everything in his power to provide the fans with one.

  “I don’t think a lot of people realize how much money Mr. Wilson pumped into the Bills in those early years in the AFL,” said Day. When other teams were losing money, the Bills were one of the few that were making money.

  “And when the Bills needed a new stadium, I don’t think Mr. Wilson ever intended to move the Bills to any place other than Buffalo. And believe me, if there was anyone who deserved a new stadium it was the Bills.”

  Another former Bills player from the 1960s, Wray Carlton, agrees.

  “War Memorial Stadium served its purpose,” said Carlton. “But it was a unique, old stadium. You were very close to the fans when you came on the field. If they liked you, they cheered you. If they didn’t, they had ways of letting you know that as well.”

  But thanks to the efforts of Wilson, the fans of Buffalo have one of the best state-of-the-art football stadiums in the NFL today.

  “And I guess you could say that he deserves to have his name on the stadium. He has done a lot to make the Bills one of the premier football franchises. He certainly deserves a lot of the credit for going out and getting the right people to run the organization,” Carlton said.

  “But even more importantly, he has given so much back to Buffalo and the Western New York community. The hundreds of thousands of dollars he has given to charities in and around Western New York is just one example.”

  And in many cases, he has done it without a lot of fanfare. Also, he has done a lot for former Bills players who may have been down on their luck a little or had some misfortune hit them.

  Wilson was finally recognized for all his efforts on and off the field when he was elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame on January 31, 2009. He was officially inducted on August 8, with his presenter being ESPN’s Chris Berman.

  Ironically the next day the annual Hall of Fame Game was played between the Bills and Tennessee Titans (originally the Houston Oilers, an original AFL team). That date would have marked the 50th anniversary of the AFL had the merger between them and the NFL had not taken place.

  Sadly, Wilson died less than five years following his induction into the Hall at the age of 95.

  Former Bills head coach Marv Levy speaks very highly of the team owner.

  “Mr. Wilson is a real friend to not only myself, but to many players, people connected with the NFL, as well as people from around Western New York,” remarked Levy. “Not only did he care about the football team, but the Buffalo area as well.
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  Ralph Wilson

  “There is no question either that he would have loved to have seen the Bills win a Super Bowl. The players wanted to win one for him as well.”


  STEW BARBER

  DURING HIS NINE-SEASON CAREER with the Buffalo Bills, former offensive tackler Stew Barber started 112 consecutive games. But that’s not to say that he necessarily finished them, thanks, in part, to a former defensive end named Larry Eisenhauer.

  Barber and Eisenhauer, who played for the Boston Patriots, had some legendary battles against each other over the years in the area known by many offensive and defensive linemen as “the trenches.” A few times the battles resulted in less playing time for the duo.

  “I remember one game, I can’t exactly recall what year it was, my wife had arrived at the game,” recalled Barber, who played for the Bills from 1961-69.

  “She didn’t take her seat right away, and the game was already under way by the time she did. But what had happened in those few minutes was that Larry and I had gotten into a fight in the opening minutes of the game. We were both tossed out. By the time my wife arrived, I was already back in the locker room. She wondered what had happened to me when the offense came back on the field and I wasn’t in the lineup.”

  Barber remembered that the battles he had with Eisenhauer were for real.

  “Today, I have a lot of respect for Larry,” said Barber. “But back then it was all-out war. It was really physical. We would really go after each other during games. He was the toughest player I ever faced. He was a relentless, tough player.

  “We even got into fights in the AFL All-Star Game during practices against each other. And we were on the same team at the time.”

  Barber was also quick to point out that the Patriots were the toughest team he had to face during his American Football League career. “They had a lot of tough, physical players on their team,” commented Barber. “The Kansas City Chiefs may have had bigger players, but they weren’t as physical on the inner line. Boston certainly was.”

  The former offensive tackle addressed the issue of 112 consecutive games and what that signified.

  “You have to remember that at that time we only had 33 to 35 players on the roster,” stated Barber. “You were expected to play as often as possible. You were simply expected to play, injuries or no injuries.

  “And I believe that those that played with injuries had their careers shortened. And many of those players are still paying physically for it today. I really believe that total knee replacements were common for players who played in the era from 1950 to 1970.

  “It was after that that money came into the picture and teams took a little more interest in how they treated their players.”

  Following a distinguished undergraduate career at Penn State, Barber was drafted in the fourth round of the 1961 AFL selection meeting by the Bills. At the same time, the former offensive lineman was selected in the third round of the National Football League Draft by the Dallas Cowboys.

  He turned down an offer to play for the Cowboys and came to Buffalo to play for the Bills instead.

  “My decision to play for the Bills was based pretty much on geography,” stated Barber, who was a five-time All-AFL choice and appeared in five league All-Star Games.
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  “I was from the East and I liked that area of the country. To me, Buffalo was a bit like home.”

  Barber has many memories of his playing days with the Bills. He remembers the championship teams of 1964 and 1965.

  “It was the defense that made us rise to the top,” said Barber. “We had a defense that created chances for the offense. And we had a very strong running game, where we could grind out yardage and eat up the clock.”

  Barber retired following the 1969 campaign. He stayed in football, first as an assistant coach in the old World Football League with the New York Stars and Chicago Wind. Then he returned to the Bills in 1975 as a scout. He later was an assistant general manager and general manager (1979-82) for the club.
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