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      Foreword

      Lynn Swann

    

    
      If you are a sports fan who always wanted to know how a moment in the competitive landscape of championship sports came to be, then you have found your answer in Super Bowl Monday. The interviews conducted by Adam Lazarus, plus the revelations of key personnel through various books and stories, give you a 360-degree look at Super Bowl XXV. It is better than being in the locker room.

      I have been fortunate to play and win four Super Bowls. Certainly being the MVP of Super Bowl X was a huge highlight. Also, I have broadcast several Super Bowls for ABC including Super Bowl XXV. In those telecasts, I always had the jobs of pregame reports or stories and interviewing the players and coaches of the losing teams. The NFL did not allow sideline reporters at that time.

      For Super Bowl XXV, I found myself standing on the Giants’ sideline as Whitney Houston was preparing to sing our national anthem. The Giants players all lined up with Bill Parcells standing on the left end, right next to me—the last formality before the players took center stage. With emotions running high under the security due to Desert Storm and F-16s flying low and loud, Parcells turned to me with a huge smile and eagerness, to say, “Swanny, this is what it is all about. This is the fuckin’ best!”

      At the end of a great contest, I was in the Buffalo locker room conducting live interviews for our world audience. Many players and coaches have been professional in discussing a Super Bowl loss. None was as gracious as kicker Scott Norwood. It was the first of many that night for Scott, and he gave lessons in class each time.

      What I have just told you was a small part of the night from my viewpoint. Adam gives you the personal stories of all the key players.

      Read Super Bowl Monday and you will feel that you now know the whole story of an American classic that continues to inspire a nation.

      Lynn Swann

      November 2010

    

  


  
    
      Introduction

    

    
      Every Super Bowl is special. A neck-and-neck game, such as the Steelers-Cowboys rematch in Super Bowl XIII, or a gripping finish, like Mike Jones’ tackle at the end of the St. Louis Rams’ win over Tennessee in January 2000, naturally establishes a permanent place in the game’s mythology.

      Super Bowl VI, between Dallas and Miami, was one of the worst playoff games during the entire decade of the 1970s: the Dolphins remain the only Super Bowl participant that failed to score even a single touchdown. Nevertheless, anyone present at that 24-3 Cowboy triumph witnessed arguably the greatest collection of talent in the history of professional football. Apart from the matchup of Hall of Fame head coaches (Tom Landry and Don Shula) and Hall of Fame starting quarterbacks (Roger Staubach and Bob Griese), eleven other starters in that game would eventually be enshrined in Canton, Ohio.

      And through the course of five decades, the Super Bowl has featured moments that had nothing to do with football. Looking past the national crisis caused by Janet Jackson and Justin Timberlake’s “wardrobe malfunction” in January 2004, political events and social issues have managed to seep into the story lines of past Super Bowls.

      The New Orleans Saints’ victory in Super Bowl XLIV was especially poignant considering the city was more than four years into the nightmare caused by Hurricane Katrina.

      Nearly thirty years earlier, when the “Crescent City” hosted Super Bowl XV, the nation’s attention was more fixated on the safe return of the hostages that spent 444 days in Iran than the impending Oakland Raiders–Philadelphia Eagles matchup on January 25, 1981. To honor the fifty-two Americans who had been released two days before the Raiders’ 27-10 victory, the outside of the Superdome was adorned with an eighty-foot-long yellow bow.

      That national pride would return to New Orleans in early February 2002. Fittingly, the red-white-and-blue-wearing Patriots from New England won Super Bowl XXXVI at the Superdome, five months after the tragic events that took place on September 11, 2001.

      If these are the criteria that make the NFL’s annual title game great, Super Bowl XXV, between the New York Giants and Buffalo Bills, had them all.

      In terms of what took place on the field that particular day, January 27, 1991, there has never been a better contest. There were four lead changes. The game came down to the last seconds. The margin of victory was one point. There wasn’t a single turnover. A seven-point underdog emerged triumphant.

      With the Empire State showdown marking the Super Bowl’s quarter century, silver anniversary, it was appropriate that a handful of pro football legends stood on the Tampa Stadium sidelines that day.

      Two of the greatest pass rushers of all time, Lawrence Taylor and Bruce Smith, led their respective defenses.

      Three (current or future) Hall of Fame head coaches, Bill Parcells, Marv Levy, and Bill Belichick, were the brains behind the game plans.

      Several of the greatest players during their era starred for the Giants and Bills 1990 teams: Jim Kelly, Thurman Thomas, James Lofton, Andre Reed, Mark Bavaro, Carl Banks, Pepper Johnson, and Leonard Marshall. In all, thirty-four once-or-future Pro Bowlers competed in Super Bowl XXV: seventeen for each team if the injured Phil Simms is counted.

      And with the Persian Gulf War—America’s first true war since Vietnam—having officially begun ten days before the Giants and Bills kicked off in west Florida, Super Bowl XXV had a cloud of peril and uncertainty hanging above it like no other single-day event in the nation’s sports history.

      Still, for all the lines on a Hall of Famer’s résumé, the back-and-forth excitement of a game that comes down to the last play, even the larger, far more significant non-football issues that might hover above a sporting event, Americans cherish the tales of redemptions and underdogs as much as anything. Why else are Rocky, Hoosiers, Seabiscuit, and Major League such compelling box office draws?

      That is why the individual stories of New York Giants quarterback Jeff Hostetler and his teammate, running back Ottis Anderson, occupy special places in NFL history . . . and this book. That is also why the Buffalo Bills franchise’s swift transition from laughingstock to dynasty, beginning in the late 1980s and into 1990, is central to the drama within Super Bowl Monday.

      But an NFL team is comprised of dozens of players, coaches, trainers, administrators, secretaries, and so on. So while Hostetler, Anderson, Jim Kelly, James Lofton, and a few others are the “faces” of this book, inside these pages are any number of side stories and lesser-known tales.

      The historic action that took place on the field that day is the reason for this book. But the men who carried out those graceful or superb displays of athleticism that evening are what I hope you will find most captivating.

      Adam Lazarus

      October 2010

    

  


  
    
      Prologue

      November 9, 1986

    

    
      Week Ten of the 1986 National Football League season was a typical one for the New York Giants. Linebacker Lawrence Taylor guided the team to a shutout of the Philadelphia Eagles through the first three quarters. The eventual league Most Valuable Player tallied three sacks and seven tackles in the NFC East showdown at Veterans Stadium. A pair of touchdowns by all-pro running back Joe Morris gave New York a seventeen-point lead late in the third quarter. And clutch passing by quarterback Phil Simms added just enough for the Giants to secure a 17-14 win over their division rival.

      Equally routine that afternoon was the sight of Jeff Hostetler and Ottis Anderson watching most of the action from the Giants’ sideline.

      Few people possessed Hostetler’s blend of intelligence and athleticism. Although six feet, three inches tall, 215 pounds, and blessed with speed and a strong throwing arm, brains were probably his greatest asset. After earning first-team academic all-American honors at the University of West Virginia, the finance major was nominated for a Rhodes scholarship.

      Those physical and mental tools intrigued the Giants, who not only selected Hostetler in the third round of the 1984 NFL draft but also signed the twenty-three-year-old to a three-year, $1 million contract prior to his rookie season.

      Regardless of his talents—and his comparatively large salary—in three years on the Giants’ roster, Hostetler never dropped back in the pocket, never read the opposing defense’s coverage to find the open receiver, and never threw a pass. Instead, Hostetler earned (very minimal) playing time only as a special teamer and, occasionally, an emergency wide receiver.

      “What it made you feel like was that you weren’t really part of the team. Here you are, you do all the work during the week and then come Sunday you stand there and watch,” Hostetler said years later. “It was extremely difficult mentally because you know that if you had the opportunity to go out and perform and make some mistakes and learn from it that you could do that job. But to never have the opportunity was extremely frustrating.”

      By the middle of his second season, Hostetler could no longer take the inaction.

      “I wanted desperately to get out on the field and get into the game, use myself up a little, so I asked if I could play on any of the special teams,” Hostetler later wrote. “Then a couple of the wide receivers got hurt and we were running low on them in practice so I volunteered to run the plays. The coaches liked what they saw and they told [head coach Bill Parcells] that if they ever needed somebody, they could put me in as a receiver. . . . In the end, I got into quite a few games, which was better than just sitting on the bench eating my heart out.”

      And despite not doing so as a quarterback, Hostetler did make an impact for the Giants.

      Midway through the second quarter of the Week Ten battle in Veteran Stadium, New York forced the Eagles to punt. Coach Parcells sent onto the field his return squad, of which Hostetler was a member. While both teams were lining up to start the fourth-down play, Eagles tight end John Spagnola—still discussing pass routes on the sidelines with his fellow receivers—forgot to fill his special teams duties as a blocker for the punt team.

      “I knew they had only 10 men on the field,” Hostetler said, “because there was no one on me. When I saw that, I hurried up and got down. I didn’t want them to see me.”

      At the snap, Hostetler knifed through the line and deflected punter John Teltschik’s kick. The ball went four yards past the line of scrimmage, giving the Giants offense great field position, inside Eagles territory. New York scored the game’s first touchdown six plays later.

      “It gets boring just sitting around,” Hostetler said when reporters asked him that week about his non-quarterback role. “These things give me something to do. It gets me involved. At least I’m contributing somewhere.”

      But punt blocking and route running was not the pro-football future Jeff Hostetler had hoped for. Since childhood—playing two-on-two tackle football with his brothers, Ron, Doug, and Todd—he dreamed of commanding the huddle, scanning the field for receivers, and throwing the football to the open man.

      “And I hope everyone remembers that,” said Hostetler, addressing his desire to be the team’s quarterback. “People ask me when I’m going to play. And I tell them I don’t know. I know I can play. I just need the opportunity.”

      Like his teammate Jeff Hostetler, running back Ottis Anderson hungered for a chance to play. But at least Hostetler occasionally contributed to the Giants on special teams, as he did in the early November game against Philadelphia. On that day, Anderson never even set foot onto the field of play.

      A month before their win over the Eagles, New York curiously acquired the eight-year veteran Anderson—a former all-pro and the eleventh leading rusher in NFL history—from the St. Louis Cardinals. But with Joe Morris in the middle of his second straight exceptional season, Anderson was not brought in to change the status quo. His role was expected to be that of a decoy or to occasionally spell Morris, who (at five feet seven inches and 190 pounds) was averaging more than twenty carries per game.

      “The Giants told me they needed more production from the fullback position,” Anderson later wrote, “though they knew I was a halfback. It was a way to quickly get me on the field and change their one-dimension offense, which was basically Joe Morris left, Joe Morris right.”

      Anderson carried the ball thirteen times for fifty yards in three games after joining the team; not bad for a soon-to-be thirty-year-old rusher still learning the playbook. But a nagging hamstring injury, which he suffered during his first appearance with the Giants, slowed his step.

      And although, at first, he had been eager to leave the inept 1-4 Cardinals for the 4-1, perennially playoff-caliber Giants—“This is like a second chance in my life, a chance to play in the Super Bowl,” he said when he met the New York press—his mood quickly soured. Only six carries in three games, then sitting out completely during the Giants’ win in Philadelphia, left Anderson feeling lost.

      “Embarrassed,” he said, describing his mood a few weeks into his Giants career. “That’s it. I get traded from a team that hasn’t won a game to a team that has lost only once, and then this thing happens to my hamstring. So I’m more embarrassed than anything else. You can deal with frustration. People say don’t worry, but you’re a player. You want to produce.”

      New York’s victory over the host Eagles that day pushed their record to 8-2, the team’s best start since 1963. The Giants would not lose another game during the remainder of the regular season, earning home-field advantage in the playoffs. And once the postseason began, Bill Parcells’ crew was even better. They obliterated Joe Montana and the San Francisco 49ers in the opening round 49-3, then shut out Joe Gibbs’ powerful Washington Redskins to advance to the franchise’s first Super Bowl. At the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California, New York overcame a narrow halftime deficit to stomp the Denver Broncos and win Super Bowl XXI 39-20.

      Anderson scored a somewhat meaningless two-yard touchdown in that Super Bowl win (the Giants already held a twenty-point lead with less than four minutes remaining in the game), but admitted the moment left him feeling “somewhat saddened, because I felt I was on a team that I didn’t make a major contribution to.”

      “To be honest,” he later said, “I didn’t feel a part of that Giants team.”

      Neither did Jeff Hostetler. Playing wide receiver in a late-season game against San Francisco, the third-string quarterback injured his knee and was placed on injured reserve, leaving him ineligible for the postseason. From the sidelines of the Rose Bowl Stadium, in street clothes, Hostetler watched Phil Simms lead New York to the title by way of the most accurate passing performance in Super Bowl history. (The game’s Most Valuable Player, Simms completed twenty-two of twenty-five passes for 268 yards and three touchdowns.)

      As the weeks, months, and eventually years of being anchored to the sideline mounted—as did awareness that their ephemeral athletic gifts were being wasted—Hostetler and Anderson naturally connected.

      “There was a pretty tight bond there as far as we both knew what we were going through and we were pulling for each other. There was a constant patting guys on the back and ‘keep going, keep going’ and ‘it’ll happen,’” Hostetler remembered. “I think having him there was a real positive for me because there was a guy there that had been playing and knew what it was like and then ‘boom’ the opportunities dried up and you weren’t a contributor and you felt like you were on the outside looking in. . . . And that’s frustrating, ’cause you didn’t make it that far by being satisfied with just having a uniform on.”

      

      Week Ten of the 1986 National Football League season was not a typical one for the Buffalo Bills; and for reasons beyond simply posting a victory.

      In their previous forty-three games, Buffalo had only six wins, by far the poorest record of any team during that stretch. They were the worst team in professional football.

      “I went through the jokes,” recalled Darryl Talley, a linebacker drafted by the team in 1983. “Like: Knock-knock.

      “Who’s there?

      “Owen.

      “Owen who?

      “Oh-and-10.”

      The Bills did not start the 1986 season quite that horribly, as they had two years earlier. In fact, given the recent history, their 2-7 record practically constituted a hot streak. Still, those narrow wins over St. Louis and Indianapolis were not enough to save head coach Hank Bullough’s job. One day after the Bills’ early November loss to the comparably futile Tampa Bay Buccaneers, Bullough was replaced.

      “We felt that new direction was needed,” first-year General Manager Bill Polian told the press, “and we reached out to a man who had had an established head coaching career, who has helped build winners every place he has been in football.”

      That man was Marv Levy.

      “I’m very excited and thrilled to be coming to Buffalo,” said Levy. “I probably know the Bills better than any team in the NFL, by virtue of doing the preseason games. I’ve got a pretty good line on their personnel, their strengths and weaknesses.”

      Turning the Bills around would be a tall task for him, no matter how well he knew his new team. But Levy—a Phi Beta Kappa from Coe College, who earned a masters degree in English history at Harvard—approached the task with a scholar’s lens.

      “I think defensively, and statistics will bear this out, that there needs to be improvement, some of it from current players, some of it from development of current players,” he told reporters. “Offensively, I see some good things, but it’s very hard to divorce offense and defense from kicking.”

      But improvements to the defense and (especially) the kicking game would not stir up the excitement the franchise needed to please its loyal, yet starving, fans. And Levy knew that.

      “It’s a young team and I’m pleased to be coming to a team with an outstanding quarterback prospect.”

      That man was Jim Kelly, the team’s gutsy, flashy, $8 million acquisition, who joined the Bills that season and immediately made a name for himself. In his NFL debut against the New York Jets, the twenty-six-year-old threw for 292 yards and three touchdowns. More so than his passing statistics, Kelly’s scrambling ability and disregard for self-preservation—hanging in the pocket, he endured several hard hits from Jets defenders—endeared him to his teammates, his opponents, Bills fans, and the media.

      “It’s easy to lose perspective here. It’s easy to get carried away. Let’s just say, coolly and unemotionally, the National Football League debut of Buffalo rookie quarterback Jim Kelly was nothing short of sensational,” Sports Illustrated’s Paul Zimmerman wrote. “Jim Kelly is Joe Namath with knees.”

      Even with super Namath, the Bills’ abysmal record continued throughout the first two months of the regular season.

      “I hate losing,” Kelly said before the Bills’ tenth game. “It hurts. It bothers me a lot. I’ve never been a loser. I’ve never been on a team with a losing record, not even in midget league, not in my whole life. We’re a young team, so you have to expect us to lose some games. But it doesn’t have to last. I can make this team a winner.”

      Once Levy took control of the team, Kelly’s vow seemed reasonable.

      “Marv had an immediate, positive impact on the team,” said Kelly. “But it wasn’t a case of coming in and running everybody into the ground, the way some new head coaches feel they have to do when they take over a losing program. In fact, the first thing Marv did was shorten practices saying it was quality that mattered, not quantity. . . . Marv came across as more of a college professor more than an NFL head coach, using a lot of big words and talking about a lot of historical figures whom most of us had never even heard of before.”

      Bills players crammed Levy’s lesson plan that week, in preparation for their first exam, a November 9 home matchup with the Pittsburgh Steelers. Despite their own poor record (3-6), the Steelers came to Buffalo on a two-game winning streak. Chuck Noll’s defense had not surrendered a touchdown in nine consecutive quarters, and with five touchdown passes from quarterback Mark Malone, the Steelers outscored their opponents 57-12 in the two wins.

      Given the minor resurgence in Pittsburgh’s passing game and the presence of Buffalo’s skilled and exciting rookie quarterback, the game had the potential of becoming a shoot-out. Gusting winds on game day at Buffalo’s Rich Stadium prevented that from happening. Garbage bags repeatedly swirled by the field of play, eventually blowing up and out of the stadium. When the referee executed the pregame toss to decide possession, the coin soared seven yards from where he was standing.

      “I’ve seen hurricanes in Mississippi with less velocity than that,” Bills center Kent Hull noted.

      More than seventy-two thousand people braved the elements to see the Bills take an early lead.

      Keeping his passes beneath the harsh wins, Kelly connected with wide receiver Andre Reed for a three-yard touchdown midway through the opening quarter. As the less-than-ideal passing conditions worsened, Levy suggested offensive coordinator Bob Leahy keep the ball on the ground. Buffalo’s Robb Riddick carried out Levy’s instructions, quickly racking up fifty yards and a touchdown late in the second period.

      Buffalo’s defense was even more impressive. With a sore knee limiting star defensive end Bruce Smith’s availability, linebackers Darryl Talley and Ray Bentley anchored the defense and kept Pittsburgh without a single first down until two minutes before halftime.

      “They were mixing up their defenses against the run,” Steelers tackle Ray Pinner said, “but mainly they were just beating us one-on-one. We got stuffed.”

      With the score 13-0, the Bills charged out of the locker room after halftime, eager to preserve their lead and send the local fans home with a victory. However, within seconds of the start of the third period, one thought ran through the minds of every spectator present that day at Rich Stadium: “same old Bills.”

      Standing deep in his own territory, Bills wide receiver Eric Richardson settled under the second half kickoff. At the fifteen-yard line, Pittsburgh’s Rick Woods crushed Richardson, who fumbled. After it had been accidently kicked by a nearby official, Steelers linebacker Mike Merriweather picked up the football. A member of the return team, Steve Tasker, who had been cut by Houston and signed off waivers two days earlier, brought down Merriweather at the five-yard line, saving a touchdown.

      As he jogged off the field—having just made his first significant special teams contribution to the Buffalo Bills—Tasker had one thought: “No wonder this team has been 2-14.”

      Pittsburgh needed just one play to cross the goal line and seconds into the half, the score stood 13-6. The ensuing Buffalo possession was similarly disastrous. Three plays by Kelly’s offense failed to produce a first down, forcing Levy to send out his punt team. From his own twenty-four-yard line, John Kidd booted the ball downfield, only to see the unbelievably strong winds that blew in from Lake Erie stonewall the kick. The punt went five yards. Again, Pittsburgh took advantage of the Bills special teams mishap and quickly put another touchdown on the scoreboard.

      At that point in the game, with just over ten minutes remaining in the third period and each team having recorded two touchdowns, the score should have been tied 14-14. But the wind affected more than just the punting game. Three of the four point-after-touchdown tries failed: one for Buffalo and both Pittsburgh attempts. Steelers holder Harry Newsome couldn’t field either one of Dan Turk’s long snaps.

      “The ball was fluttering back,” Noll said. “It was like a knuckleball and our catcher couldn’t hang on to it. Our catcher didn’t have a big enough glove.”

      Twenty-six-year-old kicker Scott Norwood ignored the kicking game conundrum when he trotted out to attempt a critical field goal. Kelly, Levy, and the rest of the sideline breathed a sigh of relief when his twenty-nine-yard try was good, making the score 16-12. With ten minutes remaining in the game, the task before Buffalo’s defense was simple: keep Pittsburgh out of the end zone.

      Pacing along the sidelines during the final minutes, Levy watched Buffalo’s defense—which had been exceptional all afternoon—now surrender large chunks of yardage.

      “I kept saying ‘This can’t happen. Not at the end. Please don’t let them score,’” Jim Kelly said.

      The Steelers drove from their own twenty-yard line to the Buffalo twenty-nine. With ten seconds showing on the clock, Malone surveyed the field and chucked a pass intended for Calvin Sweeney near the end zone.

      “Mark throws it, he tries to throw it into the scoreboard end,” Steve Tasker remembered. “Even on a good day, the wind knocks that down. And he threw it in a windy day and it had no chance. It ended up ten yards short from where it was gonna go and it goes right into Rodney Bellinger’s hands.”

      At the two-yard line, Buffalo safety Rodney Bellinger intercepted the pass to secure the victory.

      “We were relaxed, we were confident, even at the end,” Bellinger said. “I attribute that to the new coach (Marv Levy). All the guys were loose. He wants to see us have fun and not be tight. I think the coaching change was a step in the right direction.”

      During his first postgame press conference, the ever-modest Levy deflected any praise.

      “Thank God for 45 stout hearts and the north wind,” he told reporters.

      Levy didn’t quite know his situation yet: there were only forty-three men on his roster, and the forty-seven-mile-per-hour winds were blustering in from the southwest.
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      Every Pennsylvania Boy Wants to Play for JoePa

    

    
      With two athletically gifted older brothers, William Jeffrey Hostetler had learned to wait with patience and humility for his turn in the spotlight. The fifth child (third boy) of Norman and Dolly Hostetler, Jeff was born on April 22, 1961, in rural western Pennsylvania. A tough, hard-working farmer, Norm owned 120 acres off of State Route 601, where he raised dairy cows before a fire prompted him to switch exclusively to chickens. (Although their postal address was Holsopple, Pennsylvania, the family lived closer to the town of Jerome.)

      In between feeding chickens and washing eggs, the Hostetler boys tossed around baseballs, footballs, or basketballs and watched Notre Dame football games on television. But because Norm and Dolly were Mennonites, they had not planned on sending the children to public school.

      “Mom and dad prayed over the matter,” recalled Ron, the eldest male. “They decided to see if the things they taught us would hold up (in public schools). It was a change that took a lot of thought, a lot of prayers. We thought it was God’s will that we make the change.”

      Attending public school meant that the children could compete in team sports. Ron was the first in the line of Hostetler boys to excel in athletics at Conemaugh Township High School. In the fall of 1972, his senior year, Ron and the Indians posted a 9-0 record and a narrow second-place finish in the Western Pennsylvania Conference standings.

      Those football skills impressed head coach Joe Paterno to invite Ron to play for Penn State University. Roughly a two-hour drive from the family farm, Penn State was close enough to home, and he enrolled there for the fall 1973 semester. Recruited to play quarterback, by the start of Ron’s first season, Paterno moved the freshman to linebacker, where he would star for the Nittany Lions until a knee injury endangered his career. During the spring and summer of 1977, Ron, now a senior, worked his way back into shape. By August, he was ready to compete for one of the outside linebacker positions against the biggest threat to his reclaiming the starting job: his younger brother, Doug.

      Even after Ron played his last game for Conemaugh in 1972, the following autumn, a Hostetler was under center for the Indians. A year younger than Ron, Doug followed his brother to Penn State in 1974. And, as he had with Ron, Joe Paterno soon converted the reluctant quarterback into a linebacker.

      So when Jeff Hostetler entered Conemaugh High in the fall of 1975, his future had already been mapped out. He made the varsity as a freshman, then claimed his birthright as the Indians quarterback the following season. A linebacker on defense as well, the six-foot, 180-pounder earned all-county honors. Completing passes to another Hostetler boy, his younger brother, tight end Todd, Jeff guided Conemaugh to an 8-1 record as a junior and was again named an all-county quarterback. His senior year—the best time to impress college scouts handing out scholarships—was expected to be even better.

      “I think he’ll be the most sought-after player in the state,” his head coach, Joe Badaczewski, said before the season opener. “He’s got the size, the arm and the running ability they look for.”

      But a week later, Badaczewski moved Jeff to tailback so he could replace an injured starter. Todd Hostetler became the quarterback. With great speed and size, Jeff dominated as a runner and won the Southern Alleghenies Football Coaches Association award for Most Valuable Offensive Player. Parade Magazine also named him to their all-American team, as a linebacker. (A Californian named John Elway and a Pittsburgher named Dan Marino were named as the team’s quarterbacks.)

      The Indians again went 8-1 and Jeff played whatever role the coach asked of him in order to win.

      “The fact that I was good at [linebacker] caused me a lot of grief as I got older and kept pushing to achieve my life’s ambition—to be a winning quarterback.”

      Although most newspapers listed him as a linebacker, Hostetler did garner attention as a quarterback from many top college programs. The Hostetler legacy and his achievements as a sophomore and junior luckily overshadowed his yearlong sabbatical at running back.

      Approximately fifty schools offered scholarships. He visited the campuses of Stanford University, Notre Dame, and the University of Pittsburgh. But everyone expected, given the family history, that he would be in Happy Valley for fall classes in 1978. The choice was not quite that simple.

      “It came down to my determination to play quarterback,” he remembered. “I didn’t want to go to a school that wouldn’t promise to let me play the position my heart was set on. It was something to worry about with Penn State, Joe Paterno or no Joe Paterno—or, maybe more to the point, because of Joe Paterno—because my brothers’ experiences had taught me that promises made can be promises broken.”

      On February 21, 1979, Paterno drove through a snowstorm from State College to the Hostetler farm. Inside the family home, he shook hands with Norm and Dolly (for the third time in five years), then watched as Jeff and his parents signed the letter of intent.

      “This is great,” Paterno said. “I’m looking forward to seeing you and the family soon.”

      

      Exactly a month after the Penn State scholarship was complete, Jeff Hostetler was busy working at another family legacy: basketball. Ron and Doug had each been fine hoopsters for Conemaugh—big, tough, and strong, they could both rebound and score around the basket. As expected, Jeff soon starred for the Indians squad.

      As a junior, he netted twenty-seven points (brother Todd tossed in twenty) and earned MVP honors in the Jaycee Holiday Tournament. The next year, Jeff and the Indians won the early season Mountain Cat Tip-Off Tournament and cruised through the regular season undefeated.

      Victories over Mercyhurst Prep and Bentworth advanced Conemaugh to the semifinals of the Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic Associate (PIAA) Class A Championship Tournament. In the next game, their opponent was a high school from East Brady, Pennsylvania, a town about one hundred miles northwest of the Hostetler farm, and home to another family with a knack for churning out stellar athletes.

      Twin brothers Dan and Kevin Kelly helped East Brady keep pace with the powerful Conemaugh team. A pair of free throws by Dan with just over a minute remaining evened the score at fifty-five. At the start of overtime, Dan gave the Bulldogs a one-basket lead. Then Jeff Hostetler dominated the extra period (he finished with twenty-eight points and twelve rebounds) to give Conemaugh a 63-57 win.

      After the game, the Kelly clan—father Joe, the twins, Dan and Kevin, the older boys, Pat, Ed, and Ray, as well as college freshman James Edward “Jim” Kelly—met with Conemaugh’s star forward.

      “I was in the locker room after the game,” remembered Dave Michaels, the Conemaugh Township baseball coach, “Jim Kelly and his father and brothers came in to congratulate Jeff. Jeff’s father and brothers were there. I remember thinking how similar they were. Two very close families.”

      Joe Kelly’s parents had died when he was two years old, and he was raised by nuns at a Pittsburgh orphanage. After spending time in the navy, he married Alice McGinn, then took up work as a machinist for Daman Industries, a steel mill repair company. The Irish Catholic family had six children, all boys.

      “We all learned to be tough from the time we started talking,” Jim Kelly later wrote. “That was the only way you could survive in our house.”

      The eldest boy, Pat, played linebacker for the University of Richmond and was selected by the Baltimore Colts in the fifteenth round of the 1974 NFL draft. The third Kelly boy, Ray, also played for Richmond, earning two varsity letters.

      Jim Kelly was every bit as tough as his older brothers. Even when Jim was very young, his father knew that he was a special talent.

      “He had something a little bit extra, more than the other boys,” his father later said. “I felt that all he needed was a little push to become great.”

      Joe was often home during the daytime (prior to working the night shift), and Jim would come back from school to have lunch with his dad.

      “I always told him, ‘before you eat, you gotta throw so many passes, so many punts and so many kicks,’” Joe told NFL Films in 1996. “He had to keep doing it until he got it right. I kept at him every day. There was times he was getting mad at me and I knew it. He turned around and I knew he was saying something.”

      Although as a child and teenager, Jim hated this forced practice, he later said, “Looking back now, I’m really glad I had a father like mine.”

      Joe’s training produced consecutive trips to the National Punt, Pass and Kick competition in 1970 and 1971. Jim was just as good at baseball and basketball. By age fifteen, he was ready to compete on the high school level, against kids older and bigger than he was.

      The Bulldogs’ sophomore quarterback (during Jim’s freshman year, his brother Ray accounted for five touchdowns, six extra points, and a field goal in a rout of Shannock Valley), Kelly, and East Brady finished 7-2 in 1975. As a junior and senior, Kelly was the Little-12 Conference’s best player, on both offense and defense. He capped off his high school career with a twenty-three-game undefeated streak. In the team’s second consecutive bid for the conference championship—a 13-13 tie the year before meant East Brady had to share the honors with Clarion-Limestone—Kelly completed thirteen of seventeen passes for 155 yards and a touchdown.

      “[East Brady] was a small town, I think we only had about thirty players on our football team. And in that community everything was about football, everything was sports. I think we only had about seven hundred people in our hometown,” Kelly recalled. “But the bottom line is we had passion, we took it serious. We wanted to win, we were used to winning.”

      All that winning enticed powerhouse colleges programs—Tennessee, the University of Pittsburgh, Notre Dame—to court Kelly. But at the outset, only one school mattered.

      “I wanted to play for Penn State, I wanted to play quarterback there. Penn State was my team. Where I’m from you’re either Pitt or Penn State and I was always a Nittany Lion fan.”

      Paterno’s assistant, J. T. White, handled Kelly’s recruitment, visiting the boy’s home and attending his high school basketball games. But Penn State’s interest didn’t exactly mesh with Kelly’s boyhood dream. Paterno had already signed Terry Rakowski, from North Schuylkill, Pennsylvania, and Frank Rocco, from Fox Chapel, Pennsylvania, each a high school all-American quarterback. Content with his quarterback prospects, Paterno offered Kelly a scholarship as a linebacker.

      “Well, look at it like this,” Pat Kelly told his younger brother about a possible switch in positions, “I’ve been in football a long time and I’ve been on a lot of team planes. And I can tell you that the pretty flight attendants never ask where the linebackers are; they want to know where the quarterback’s sitting.”

      Jim never again considered becoming a Nittany Lion.

      “Quarterback was the only position for me. And nothing was about to change that. Not even a full scholarship offer from Penn State. I do give Paterno a lot of credit for being up-front with me before I signed on the dotted line. When talking to recruits, a lot of college coaches promise the moon, the stars, and the sun . . . and the kids end up being left in one big fog.”

      

      Jim Kelly was not the only western Pennsylvania boy during the late 1970s that didn’t quite agree with the fabled Nittany Lions head coach.

      Within a few weeks of signing the paperwork committing to Penn State, Jeff Hostetler received some off-putting news. Sports Illustrated had listed the nation’s top ten recruiting classes. Penn State had been ranked fourth, behind the University of Southern California, Notre Dame, and Southern Methodist (who had just nabbed a pair of star running backs, the famed “Pony Express” backfield of Eric Dickerson and Craig James). One phrase in the summary of Penn State’s class stunned the entire Hostetler family.

      “Lots of big linemen, the nation’s premier tight end, Mike McCloskey, a hot quarterback prospect in Todd Blackledge, and, of course, a future All-American linebacker, Jeff Hostetler.”

      Norm Hostetler compounded the confusion by telling reporters on signing day: “Jeff only wanted to go to college as a quarterback and Penn State is recruiting him as a quarterback. He has an understanding that they’ll let him stay at the position as long as he wants to.”

      Hostetler was never guaranteed the quarterback’s job, and appropriately, Penn State added depth to the roster by recruiting other quarterbacks, such as Blackledge, a top prospect from Canton, Ohio. Frank Rocco and Terry Rakowski—the quarterbacks who kept Jim Kelly away from Happy Valley—were also on scholarship. A crowded quarterback pool for the 1979 season, Hostetler’s freshman year, made sense: Chuck Fusina, the Heisman Trophy runner-up a year earlier, had just graduated.

      Paterno settled on junior Dayle Tate to run his offense, but each one of the underclassmen (except Blackledge) saw playing opportunities. Eventually, Rakowski was switched to flanker and Hostetler competed with Rocco for the second spot.

      “Jeff Hostetler isn’t quite ready to run the show by himself,” observed one Penn State beat writer. “It is quite revealing, though, that Paterno considers this young freshman capable enough of doing the backup work only two months after he arrived on campus.”

      An injured thumb bothered Tate late in the season, and Paterno switched back and forth between Tate, Rocco, and Hostetler. Rotating quarterbacks partly caused a disappointing 1979 season. Penn State finished 8-4, the single season between 1977 and 1982 that the school did not win at least ten games. Most disappointing was a 29-14 loss to rival Pitt, who the Nittany Lions routinely thumped. That day, Hostetler saw his most extensive action of the season, completing six of sixteen pass attempts for seventy-two yards and an interception. Another freshman quarterback from western Pennsylvania, Dan Marino, completely outplayed Hostetler that day at Beaver Stadium.

      Both Penn State and Jeff Hostetler opened the next decade optimistic. A great spring convinced the coaching staff to give him the job for the 1980 season opener against Colgate, even though Paterno refused to announce his starter until the Friday before game day.

      “At this stage, Jeff can do some things that will help us win the game,” Paterno declared. “[But] any one of them could start and do a great job for us. It’s going to be a long year and as much as we’re going to ask the quarterbacks to do, all three will see plenty of playing time.”

      As Paterno hinted, the quarterback carousel continued throughout 1980. Although Blackledge posted better numbers against Colgate, and Rocco was not relegated to third string—“There’s a lot of things about being a head football coach that you don’t like. . . . I don’t know if we’re being fair to Frank,” Paterno said on his weekly television show—Hostetler retained the starting job.

      While Penn State fans booed during a late September loss to third-ranked Nebraska, Hostetler did not play well, completing just one pass, fumbling two snaps from center, and being sacked four times. After the loss, Paterno selected Blackledge to run the offense. The move seemed ingenious from the start, as the redshirt freshman accounted for all three touchdowns (including a forty-three-yard fourth quarter scamper to clinch the game) during Penn State’s 29-21 road victory over ninth-ranked Missouri.

      But Blackledge struggled with incompletions and interceptions during all but one of his starts. In early October, with the Nittany Lions behind 7-6 against Temple, Blackledge fumbled near the goal line (a few series after throwing an interception) and Paterno turned back to Hostetler. He rewarded the coach with six scoring drives. Hostetler accounted for two rushing touchdowns and completed seven of his ten pass attempts in the 50-7 comeback.

      “I played extremely well and was told that I would start the next week against Pitt,” he said, “and practiced that way until a day or two before the game and then was told that I wasn’t gonna start but that I was gonna play a lot. And I never ended up taking a snap that game.”

      Penn State lost 14-9 to Marino’s Panthers. A last-minute Nittany Lion drive ended when Blackledge, attempting to throw the ball out-of-bounds, was intercepted by Pitt’s Carlton Williamson. Again, Hostetler expected a return to the lineup in the team’s next contest.

      “For the bowl game, I was told I was gonna start and practiced that way, and a day or two before the game, I was told I wasn’t gonna start but I was gonna be playing an awful lot and the same thing happened: I didn’t get to play.”

      Penn State defeated Ohio State in the Fiesta Bowl 26-10, largely because of clutch passes and runs by Blackledge. Watching virtually the entire game from the sidelines of Sun Devil Stadium, Jeff Hostetler decided it was time for him to leave.

      “Joe had to make a decision, and he made it,” Dolly Hostetler remarked a few years later. “It’s just that he made the wrong one.”

      The mother of four Penn State varsity athletes, and now mother-in-law of a fifth one, did not have the most objective opinion. Blackledge would go on to lead the Nittany Lions to twenty-one victories during the next two years, win the Davey O’Brien Award (given to the nation’s top quarterback), and deliver both Paterno and Penn State their first national championship in January 1983.

      As much as it pained him, Jeff Hostetler chose to abandon his boyhood dream of playing football for the Nittany Lions.

      It was probably the most difficult thing for me to do, to pull up and leave Penn State which I had a sister that was living up there—who married a player that I was a teammate of—I had all kinds of friends there, my two older brothers had gone there, and my younger brother was there on a baseball scholarship. So it was an extremely tough decision to make. But I knew the Lord had blessed me with an ability to play and I felt like he wanted to use me somewhere. And so I thought, “I have to go somewhere.”

      

      Jim Kelly moved past his Penn State disappointment and committed to the University of Miami in the spring of 1978. Lou Saban, former head coach of the Buffalo Bills and newly hired man-in-charge for the Hurricanes program, personally flew to the Kelly home to ensure the signing.

      An injury to Kelly’s ankle during training camp clinched the freshman’s status as a redshirt during the 1978 season, although he did run plays with the first team in practice. Having been a focal point of a balanced offense at East Brady, Kelly was unaccustomed to Saban’s run-oriented, option-style approach. The team’s star running back “would constantly complain because I could never get outside fast enough to get him the ball for the option. I just didn’t have the speed to keep up with him.”

      “What’s wrong with you,” the player once yelled at Kelly.

      “Hey, I ain’t no option quarterback,” he replied.

      “Well, if you want to be on this damn team, you better become one.”

      Kelly adhered to the player’s order: the entire offense had been designed around the running back, who everyone called “O. J.”

      A year of experience sent Kelly into his second training camp poised to contend for the starter’s job. Also to his advantage was a complete overhaul to the Hurricane’s coaching staff. Saban left south Florida after just two seasons to take over the top post at West Point. The Hurricanes’ athletic department did not look far for a new head coach, bringing in Miami Dolphins offensive coordinator Howard Schnellenberger and his pro-style, balanced offense.

      Once Bear Bryant’s top assistant at the University of Alabama—he famously recruited Joe Namath to Tuscaloosa—Schnellenberger worked in the pros under George Allen with the Los Angeles Rams and under Don Shula with the Miami Dolphins. In between, he had a brief stint as the head coach of the Baltimore Colts. In Baltimore, Schnellenberger learned a critical lesson in the nurturing of young quarterback talent.

      “When I coached up there for one year, I had Marty Domres as the incumbent quarterback and Bert Jones as the [rookie] quarterback,” Schnellenberger recalled. “And like a rookie coach, I started Bert Jones in the opening game. I knew it was a big chance, but we would make quicker progress with him than with Marty Domres as the quarterback. But it turned out just like I feared. The offense wasn’t ready to win, the defense wasn’t ready to win, and Bert Jones had a really rough start up there and I almost ruined him. . . . When I got to Miami and saw a great potential in Jim Kelly, I didn’t want to screw that up again.”

      Schnellenberger—who left Baltimore two years prior to Bert Jones winning the 1976 NFL MVP Award—chose sophomore Mike Rodrigue to start the 1979 season at quarterback. Rodrigue directed the Hurricanes to three wins in the first seven games, a characteristically modest record for a program that struggled to succeed, both financially and in the standings. The combination of gorgeous south Florida weather, a monopoly held by Shula’s two-time world champion Dolphins, and a historically mediocre product, meant the university’s football program failed to attract fans to the Orange Bowl.

      Since its inception, the program earned a handful of bowl appearances and produced great players and all-Americans, including future NFL stars Ted Hendricks and Chuck Foreman. But in fifty-two seasons, the Hurricanes did not have a signature win that vaulted the program to an elite standing.

      That all changed on November 3, 1979. Nineteen-point underdogs, Miami traveled north to State College, Pennsylvania, for another difficult test against Joe Paterno’s bunch. The Hurricanes had lost four consecutive matchups with Penn State, including a 49-7 drubbing two years earlier.

      Schnellenberger knew that to have a chance, they would have to improvise.

      “We felt we had to pass to beat Penn State . . . because we felt their secondary is not as strong as their front seven,” the coach told reporters. “Because we felt we had to throw the ball, we went with Kelly, because he is our best thrower.”

      Penn State had expected to see the option quarterback Rodrigue under center. Schnellenberger didn’t tell anyone of his intended lineup change, including Jim Kelly.

      “Just a few hours before the game, he said ‘I’ve decided to start you at quarterback today,’” Kelly said. “And the first thing I did was I went to the bathroom after I got done talking to him and threw up.”

      That unique pregame ritual would continue throughout the remainder of his college and professional playing career. Aside from the unpleasant visual image, Kelly’s new warm-up routine had a surprisingly strong impact on his teammates.

      “Schnellenberger was giving us our getting-ready-to-go-on-the-field speech and during the speech you could just hear Jim in the toilet puking his guts out,” teammate Mark Rush remembered years later. “From that day on every game, we were not ready to go on that field until we heard Jim puke. Once he started puking, everybody would just start screaming ‘all right, let’s go, we’re ready!’”

      Kelly’s howling heaves inspired the Hurricanes. On the first play from scrimmage, fullback Chris Hobbs caught a short pass and raced fifty-seven yards to set up a short field goal. Minutes later, Kelly converted a Penn State turnover into a touchdown pass to Jim Joiner.

      Beneath a rainy, cloudy sky, Kelly took command of the offense, calling audibles from the sidelines, completing a slew of short passes, and ignoring the dislocated jaw that he suffered on the game’s opening play. And although his brothers Dan and Kevin could not make the trip—they were playing Brockway for a Little 12 conference championship that same afternoon—forty-five friends and family members cheered Jim on from the Beaver Stadium stands.

      Penn State’s trademark ground game—they would run the ball sixty-five times for 248 yards on this day—narrowed the score to 13-10 at the half. But Kelly tossed two second-half touchdown passes to give “lowly Miami,” as one newspaper noted, a 26-10 advantage.

      “We’re not a real good catch-up football team,” said Paterno afterwards. “We used two tight ends and tried to control the football. We’re aware of our limitations. I blame myself, not (quarterback) Dayle Tate. Maybe we didn’t give him enough offenses to be a good football team.”

      With freshman Jeff Hostetler watching from the Penn State sidelines, Tate completed eleven of twenty passes for 109 yards and threw three interceptions. The Hurricane defense tossed a shutout in the second half to give the university a landmark victory.

      “This day will go down in the history of Miami football as the day we turned our football program around,” proclaimed Schnellenberger.

      Jim Kelly, who completed eighteen of thirty passes for 280 yards and three touchdowns, was equally proud, of both the team’s win and his own personal victory.

      “Afterward, Paterno shook my hand, but he didn’t say much. I think he just wanted to get off the field. Fast.”

      Victory over one of the most storied programs in college football did not transform Miami into a national power overnight. In fact, the Hurricanes were dismantled 30-0 in the next contest against Alabama—Kelly completed only two of fifteen passes—then suffered a 40-15 loss to Notre Dame in Japan. But they defeated rival Florida in the season finale and entered the off-season confident about the future.

      Over the next two years, Kelly continued to develop physically. His best friend and roommate, Mark Rush, was the team’s exercise/weightlifting dynamo, and his “contagious” attitude contributed to Kelly’s increasing strength, size, and speed. But the aid of another mentor provided Kelly with the tools and knowledge to make the leap from talented underclassman to a polished and complete passer.

      Just a month after Schnellenberger took over the team, he welcomed a critical new recruit to the Hurricanes program. But this was no teenage stud athlete; it was forty-four-year-old crew-cut-wearing Earl Morrall.

      Morrall had played quarterback in the NFL for an incredible twenty-one seasons. The second overall pick in the 1956 draft out of Michigan State, he spent time, mostly as a backup, with San Francisco, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and the New York Giants. At age thirty-four, he found career rebirth in Baltimore during the 1968 season.

      In that year’s preseason, “something popped” in Johnny Unitas’ elbow following a defender’s hit on the reigning league MVP. Head coach Don Shula gave control of the offense to Morrall, who himself won the league MVP and quarterbacked the Colts to a 13-1 record and their famous doomed trip to Super Bowl III.

      Shula left Baltimore to take over the Miami Dolphins in 1970. But two years later, he and Morrall (along with Schnellenberger, the Dolphins offensive coordinator) teamed up once again to replace a future Hall of Fame quarterback and guide a team to the Super Bowl. Bob Griese suffered a broken ankle in Week Five of the 1972 season, Morrall took over for the remainder of the regular season, and Miami won all eleven starts, including two playoff games. Griese returned to start Super Bowl VII for Miami, but the Dolphins’ undefeated season might not have been “perfect” without the thirty-eight-year-old Morrall at the helm.

      Morrall remained on the Dolphins’ roster until 1977, then joined Schnellenberger as a volunteer coach in February 1979. And since Schnellenberger installed the Dolphins’ pro-style attack, Kelly learned the playbook from a quarterback who ran that offense at the NFL level for nearly a decade.

      “It was awesome,” Kelly said.

      He played professional football, and that was something I always dreamed about. That was my goal, to be a quarterback in the NFL. And to have him tutoring the right things—put air under the football when you’re throwing the deep pass, don’t feel like you have to make the big play all the time, take what they give you—all the intangibles that you need to be a quarterback. And some of the things you need someone to tell you, how to study film. He prepared me for the next level early on in my college career.

      That mentor-protégé relationship began to yield noticeable results in 1980. Miami opened up 5-0 before hitting a wall of three consecutive losses, each to a ranked opponent. The Hurricanes still finished 8-3, then defeated Virginia Tech in the Peach Bowl. The following season the team improved to 9-2. (The NCAA placed the school on probation because of a recruiting violation, making the team ineligible for a bowl game.)

      That year, Kelly enjoyed another tremendous season as the team’s star quarterback—and another sweet episode of revenge against Joe Paterno’s Nittany Lions.

      With Todd Blackledge becoming a fine college quarterback, Penn State improved to 10-2 following their disappointing 1979 campaign. And by late October 1981, the team was ranked first in the nation. On Halloween 1981, before a nationally televised audience, the two teams faced off again. But unlike the Hurricanes’ 26-10 upset two years earlier, this time the game was in Miami at the Orange Bowl.

      In the second quarter, Kelly and wide receiver Larry Brodsky hooked up for an eighty-yard touchdown that increased the lead to fourteen. With the score 17-0 early in the final period, Blackledge threw two touchdown passes to bring Penn State close—he would attempt forty-one passes and gain 358 yards for the normally grounded offense—but his interception with just over a minute left finalized another monumental win for Miami.

      “In order for us to become a mature football program, we had to get into a game like this and win. The first Penn State game in 1979 was sort of like Cinderella. We kind of snuck up on them. That wasn’t one of their best teams,” Schnellenberger said. “But this was one of their finest teams. They had forewarning that we could play and I think they gave us their best shot.”

      Jim Kelly now had two wins over his personal rival. Most important to him, however, was knowing that he had brought life to the once-unheralded Miami program.

      “People are going crazy down here,” he said after the home victory, “and that is what everyone wanted to do—get the city excited about the team.”

      That excitement only swelled with the start of the 1982 season. Their team ranked fifteenth in the preseason polls, south Florida fans now spoke of a once inconceivable goal.

      “Everywhere around the University of Miami, the talk is of a national championship for the Hurricanes this year,” Sports Illustrated reported prior to the 1982 season. “Obviously the thought of a national title for the Hurricanes is utterly laughable, except for one thing: Everything coach Howard Schnellenberger has said his team would achieve since he arrived on the Coral Gables campus on Jan. 8, 1979 has been achieved.”

      Schnellenberger never predicted that a transcendent figure would help deliver his team from the wilderness. Nonetheless, he had such a player, a fact the national media had begun to recognize. Reporters, photographers, and camera crews hovered around Kelly during August and early September. The senior was the preseason favorite to win the Heisman Trophy.

      A few weeks into the 1982 season, all the promise of a national title for the Hurricanes and college football’s top individual prize for their quarterback quickly vanished. Miami lost the opener to Florida, then lost Kelly two weeks later: a defender planted him into the ground following a twenty-yard scramble late in the team’s 14-8 victory over Virginia Tech. Surgery to reattach a separated acromioclavicular (AC) joint was performed the very next day and Kelly missed the rest of the season. Though respectable, the Hurricanes’ 5-3 close to the season torpedoed any shot at a national championship.

      “Unfortunately, we rode Jim’s coattail way too hard and way too long,” Mark Rush said. “We depended too much on him and when he did get hurt it just shocked everybody, of course: ‘Now what are we going to do, our leader is gone, who are we gonna depend on?’”

      Luckily for Miami fans and the returning varsity players, that question would be answered the very next year . . . and most of the next three decades. With Bernie Kosar and Vinny Testaverde ready to fill Kelly’s spot beginning in 1983, the Hurricanes found new and supremely capable leadership under center. Kosar would lead Miami to the national title in January 1984. Three seasons later, Testaverde, the Heisman Trophy winner, took the Hurricanes to the Fiesta Bowl, where the Hurricanes battled for (and lost) the national championship against Penn State.

      Jim Kelly did not get to compete in either one of those thrilling national championship contests. The extremely premature end to the 1982 season also marked the end of his collegiate career. And, as a quarterback, such a serious injury to his throwing shoulder greatly jeopardized his professional prospects.

      An entire team of people—doctors, trainers, teammates, family members—assisted Kelly in his efforts to regain his powerful throwing arm. And after several months, he did.

      “I would drag his ass over to the rehab room with [Hurricanes trainer] Mike O’Shea and myself, twice a day even in the summertime,” Mark Rush remembered.

      And sitting in our dorm room, just two chairs across from each other and he would slowly just throw a tennis ball back-and-forth to me, trying to get that range of motion. . . . I can remember finally being able to get back out on the field, down on our knees, we’d be like three yards apart and we’d just start throwing the football. Then we’d go back five, then we’d go back eight, then we’d go back ten. And then he was just zinging the ball, better than he ever did before. And it was such a nice feeling seeing him come back. We rehabbed him to death.

      NFL coaches, scouts, and executives speculated—from afar and in person at workouts—about Kelly’s value in the following April’s draft. And although his arm was not completely healed by draft day, he assuaged any doubts.

      During the first round of that now famous 1983 draft, six quarterbacks were selected: John Elway, Todd Blackledge, Tony Eason, Ken O’Brien, Dan Marino, and Jim Kelly. And each man would go on to experience his own unique professional football journey.

      Eason helped quarterback the New England Patriots to Super Bowl XX and O’Brien earned a pair of Pro Bowl selections during a long tenure with the New York Jets. Ironically, Todd Blackledge enjoyed the least success of any members of the “Quarterback Class of 1983.” As a Kansas City Chief, Blackledge threw more interceptions than touchdowns and completed less than half of his pass attempts.

      Elway was unhappy that the Baltimore Colts had selected him with the first overall pick and threatened to give up football to pitch for the New York Yankees. A week later, the Colts granted his wish and dealt the former Stanford quarterback to Denver.

      Marino was similarly discontent on draft day, not because of who chose him, but rather when they had done so. By the impossible standards he had set as a freshman, sophomore, and junior, the Pitt quarterback was subpar as a senior. That perceived drop-off caused twenty-two teams to choose someone else. The Miami Dolphins finally selected Marino with the last pick of the first round.

      And while Elway’s and Marino’s prolific careers each got off to a well-publicized rocky start, it was Jim Kelly who made the biggest splash.

      Desperately in need of star power, the Buffalo Bills took Kelly with the fourteenth overall selection. Kelly would not, however, attend the team’s training camp at Fredonia State College that July. Nor would he spend a single Sunday at Rich Stadium that autumn dressed in Bills red and blue.

      Three months before Buffalo drafted him, Kelly was selected—in the fourteenth round—by the Chicago Blitz of the United States Football League, the professional alternative that attempted to outspend and out-flash the NFL’s monopoly. (The Blitz waited fourteen rounds to choose Kelly because they expected him to join the NFL.) Officially founded on May 11, 1982, the new league opened play nine months later, and growing pains persisted from the outset.

      Blitz General Manager Bruce Allen continued to pursue Kelly into May. So too did the Montreal Concordes (formerly the Alouettes) of the Canadian Football League. Kelly continued to listen.

      “I always wanted to play in the National Football League. But there are other things you have to look at,” he said a week after being chosen by the Bills.

      Money was a factor for Kelly, as was a real disinterest in joining the small-market Bills.

      “Buffalo would have two chances (twelfth and fourteenth), and I was praying they would pass on me both times. Everything I had heard about the team and the city was negative,” he wrote years later.

      Negotiations with the Bills dragged out into June, when Kelly’s agents received a phone call. The USFL executives and owners were so eager to sign a big-name talent for their infant league, they offered Kelly, in addition to an enormous salary, the opportunity to join whichever team he wanted. Kelly—and Mark Rush, who was also allowed to sign with any team he chose—flew to Texas to meet with the owner of the USFL’s Houston Gamblers.

      “Jim and I always wanted to try and play [professional] football together,” Rush said. “And of course he was drafted by Buffalo, I was drafted by Minnesota, we’re living in Florida: who the hell wants to go to the cold weather?”

      The opportunity to play in Texas (and the Astrodome, where weather would never be a factor) clinched it. On June 9, Kelly inked a multimillion-dollar deal with the Gamblers. Giving this young quarterback with western Pennsylvania roots an outrageously lucrative contract to spurn the NFL and join an upstart league sounded like a familiar tale.

      “His signing is the equivalent of Joe Namath signing with the American Football League. In fact, Jim’s a much better player. Namath’s college statistics can’t compare. Jim did more in three years than he did in four,” boldly proclaimed the Houston owner, Jerry Argovitz. “We had Jim Kelly rated as college football’s top quarterback even before the NFL draft. We like everything we see about him. This signing has impact.”

      An organization named the Gamblers seemed an appropriate one for Jim Kelly to join after leaving Miami. An expansion team, Houston would not play its first game until late February 1984. (As part of its early appeal, USFL games were played in the spring, opposite the NFL’s fall schedule.) Having seen no playing time since the injury to his throwing shoulder in September 1982, Kelly would go nearly eighteen months without taking an in-game snap. The stability of the newfound league as well as the quality of play (and his teammates) were also issues that Kelly had to consider.

      “There are risks in what I’m doing, but I made up my mind,” he said upon signing his contract. “Everybody has to take a risk once in his life. But I’m happy I did and I won’t regret it.”

      

      Jeff Hostetler also took an enormous risk leaving Penn State in January 1981, another decision that he would not regret.

      “Our family had a meeting with coach Joe Paterno to inform him of our decision. Joe tried to change Jeff’s mind, but his decision is final,” Norm Hostetler told the Harrisburg Patriot. “Because of all our past connections, it was an extremely difficult thing to have to do. But we felt that Jeff will not get his chance here.”

      Family had played a central role in Jeff enrolling at Penn State. And in his second college search, again a fellow Hostetler pointed him in the next direction.

      “My older brother Doug was recruited by West Virginia when he was coming out of high school,” said Hostetler. “After he had graduated [from Penn State in 1979] he was in sales and he was traveling and he had always gone down through Morgantown and told me I have to go down and take a look. And he is the only reason I went down to take a look.”

      Jeff had actually been to Morgantown the previous fall. In late October 1980, Penn State traveled south along Interstate 68 to play at newly opened Mountaineer Stadium. Hostetler relieved an injured Todd Blackledge in the second half and preserved a 20-15 victory over first-year head coach Don Nehlen’s team.

      “It was a cold, miserable, wet day,” he remembered. “It was a big day for us and I had a big part in it. I remember walking down through their stands in order to get to their locker room—because the stadium still wasn’t completed—so we had to walk through the stands to get down to the locker room. And I can remember the fans yelling at us and saying stuff to us. And I can honestly remember thinking, ‘Wow, is this great. This would be a great group of people to play for. They just absolutely loved their Mountaineers.”

      Although he weighed opportunities from Ohio State, Michigan State, Maryland, and nearly transferred to Pitt (where, by Hostetler’s senior season, Dan Marino would have just left), West Virginia soon became an easy choice. Only eighty miles south of the family farm near Holsopple, Morgantown was a short drive for the Hostetlers each Saturday afternoon of the college season.

      Teammates immediately welcomed their new quarterback. Linebacker Darryl Talley had been a junior when Hostetler and the Nittany Lions defeated the Mountaineers in 1980. Now he was elated to have Hostetler playing for, rather than against, West Virginia.

      “Jeff came in the game after I knocked Todd [Blackledge] out and proceeded to beat us,” Talley said about the 20-15 loss to Penn State in which he also recorded two sacks and recovered a critical fourth quarter Hostetler fumble. “And then the following year, he came to school at West Virginia. I’m thinking to myself, ‘Why the heck did you come to school here now? Why didn’t you come last year? We could have beat Penn State!”

      The transfer meant that Hostetler would not be allowed to play during the 1981 season. West Virginia already had a starter in place, senior and Phi Beta Kappa candidate Oliver Luck, so playing time would have already been limited. He spent that fall practicing with the team and going to classes. Suffering no drop-off as a result from the transfer, Hostetler earned a 4.0 his first semester, virtually the same grade-point average he achieved during three semesters at Penn State.

      Coach Don Nehlen viewed Hostetler as a worthy replacement for Luck, and not just in order to keep the team GPA steady.

      “He was our scout-team quarterback [in 1981] and we knew we had a big league quarterback,” said Nehlen, who would become Hostetler’s father-in-law within three years. “The great quarterbacks, when they walk in the other guys know ‘we’re gonna get it done.’ And that’s what Jeff brought to the table. And our kids knew that long before he was even eligible. They knew that when he was on the scout team.”

      After West Virginia won the Peach Bowl in December, Hostetler was ready to assume command of the team. He made it through spring camp with the quarterback job (as well as a sore knee) and started the season opener at Oklahoma.

      The Sooners were coming off a down year (7-4-1), but since 1970, Oklahoma had lost only one non–Big 8 Conference game at Norman. In the previous meeting between the two schools, the Sooners crushed West Virginia 52-10. Head coach Barry Switzer was already a college football deity, having won back-to-back national championships in the mid-1970s.

      Even after the Sooners scored a pair of first-quarter touchdowns, Hostetler was unconcerned by the Oklahoma mystique. Trailing 14-0 at the start of the second period, he tossed two touchdown passes and marched his team into the locker room at halftime ahead 20-14.

      The teams traded blows throughout the second half. With eight minutes remaining in the fourth quarter, Hostetler hit Rich Hollins on a forty-two-yarder, then connected with Wayne Brown in the back of the end zone. Hostetler’s fourth touchdown of the day put the Mountaineers ahead for good.

      “The Oklahoma game resonated coast-to-coast,” Nehlen said three decades later. “All of a sudden people started to say, ‘Hey, who are these guys?’ And that was the beginning of West Virginia’s run at being a very highly respected football program.”

      The win kicked off a great year. An 8-2 regular-season record earned a trip to the Gator Bowl: never before had the university appeared in consecutive bowls. Although Hostetler’s passing statistics (47 percent completion percentage, 1,916 yards passing, ten touchdowns) didn’t earn him votes in the Heisman Trophy race or consideration as an all-American, he had become the team’s unquestioned leader. According to Darryl Talley,

      Jeff was a great football player, because in my opinion, he was what he thought a quarterback was supposed to be. He was tough, he was smart . . . he would lead a lot by example by saying, look, I’m willing to sit there and take these shots if you guys are willing to catch the ball down the middle of the field at the spot where I have to throw it. That I think endeared him to his offensive linemen because he was like one of the linemen. Back then, it didn’t seem like he wanted a whole lot of publicity around him. He just wanted to go out and do his job and win football games.

      By 1983, both West Virginia and Jeff Hostetler peaked. Winning their opening six games—including a victory against archrival Pitt—gave way to a number four ranking in the national polls. Hostetler became prominently mentioned as a Heisman candidate. Impressive passing numbers contributed to the attention. So did the school’s aggressive media campaign, which painted him as the boy next door that just happened to be a football star.

      The cover of the team’s media guide featured Hostetler dressed as a gun-toting cowboy beside a white stallion. Billboards along the interstate praised his intimidating play. And a record—entitled “Old Hoss, the Ballad of Jeff Hostetler” and set to the theme song from the television show Bonanza —was distributed to radio stations across the region. (One lyric, sung in a distinctive West Virginia twang, glorified that “Ole Hoss, Ole Hoss can really get those first downs. He’s got the arm, he has the range to be end zone bound.”)

      The media blitz worked.

      “He is more handsome than his pictures suggest. The nose, so prominent in the photographs, becomes part of a more attractive package when you see it in conjunction with the carved cheekbones and toothy grin,” wrote one Philadelphia reporter. “[His] strong arm has led the West Virginia University football team to a No. 4-ranking in both wire service polls and a No. 1-ranking in the hearts of the residents of this rugged little city. Hostetler’s biography is as all-American as his looks. He is a 4.0 finance student. He dates the coach’s daughter. He does not curse . . . he does not drink, either, not even beer.”

      The victory in early October over Pitt helped the Mountaineers achieve their highest-ever ranking in the national polls and enabled Hostetler’s rise in the Heisman race. Defeating the Panthers snapped a seven-game losing streak with their rival, but to fully establish themselves as the best team in the region, they would have to exorcize a much bigger demon.

      The Mountaineers’ seventh game of the 1983 season was against Penn State in Happy Valley. Every year since 1959, West Virginia had played against, and lost to, the Nittany Lions. The most recent loss fit the norm: a 24-0 shutout at home. Jeff Hostetler started that game, squandering the opportunity to show up the coach and quarterback that sparked his departure from State College. Adding insult to injury—he badly sprained his knee in the first quarter—three turnovers by Hostetler yielded three Todd Blackledge–led touchdown drives.

      Paterno’s team went on to win the national title at the end of that season. A year later, the number-four ranked Mountaineers held similar aspirations. Like Jim Kelly—who twice toppled Penn State in critical, program-defining wins—Hostetler was desperate to craft a victory over Paterno’s Nittany Lions.

      I still had friends at Penn State, and they told me the coaches had gone all out—at my expense—to fire up their team. The whole week before the game, they’d played that Heisman Trophy promo song (the one written to the “Bonanza” tune) over the PA system. They plastered the locker room with the West Virginia cover shot of me in the cowboy suit with the white horse. I cringed when I heard that. By the time the week was over, the Nittany Lions were chomping at the bit to play, if only because it meant they wouldn’t have to hear that song anymore. I’d always known that song would come back to haunt me—and it did.

      Before a record crowd of 86,309, Hostetler completed his first seven passes, avoiding would-be tacklers all afternoon, and keeping the score tight.

      “We had him pinned in a few times,” said defensive tackle Greg Gattuso. “But he kept getting away.”

      Ahead just 21-17 in the third quarter, the Nittany Lions defense tightened up and kept West Virginia’s offense out of the end zone the rest of the game. A late touchdown by freshman D. J. Dozier sealed Penn State’s 41-23 win.

      “Later my family came over,” he wrote. “I think it was hard for them, because they wanted that win even more than I did. My brothers especially—even Todd, who was playing baseball then at Penn State—had wanted to see a Hostetler beat the Lions and show Paterno the error of his ways.”

      Two road defeats in the final four games cost West Virginia their shot at the best season in school history and an appearance in one of the big-stage bowl games. Still, an 8-3 record earned a spot in the Hall of Fame Bowl in late December. Cold winds and the Kentucky defense handcuffed the Mountaineers in the first half: Hostetler misfired on his first ten attempts.

      “Nothing seemed to go right in the first half,” he said. “But I’m proud that the team had the confidence in me and the coaches stuck with me.”

      To jump-start the team, Nehlen opened the second half with a successful onside kick, and minutes later, Hostetler found Rich Hollis for a sixteen-yard touchdown pass that evened the score at ten. Playing in his final college game, Hostetler set up the go-ahead score, keeping the ball on the option, to charge thirty-seven yards to the Kentucky two. On the next play, he hit Rob Bennett for the winning score. After the game, Norm Hostetler told reporters that his son battled through the fourth quarter with a concussion.

      Hostetler had now given the Mountaineers a pair of bowl appearances, eighteen wins in twenty-four games, and consecutive top-twenty finishes in the national poll.

      Not winning the Heisman Trophy didn’t bother the modest Hostetler. He claimed his share of personal accolades that year. The first team academic all-American won the Hall of Fame Bowl MVP for his gritty performance in the win over Kentucky and earned spots on both the Blue-Grey Bowl and the Hula Bowl rosters.

      During his week in Honolulu for the Hula Bowl, Hostetler received word that the Pittsburgh Maulers of the USFL selected him with their first “territorial” draft choice. A less-than-impressive financial offer from the Maulers quickly caused Hostetler to abandon any considerations of playing USFL games just a few dozen miles from his birthplace in western Pennsylvania.

      As a finance major graduating in a few months with a 3.92 grade-point average, Hostetler could afford to be selective about his future. That spring, the University of West Virginia’s Finance Department nominated Hostetler for a Rhodes scholarship. He turned down the prestigious honor—“a great educational experience, but it would not have fit with pro football. Too much time lost”—to pursue his dream of quarterbacking an NFL team.

      That dream started to materialize in early May when the New York Giants selected Hostetler with their third-round choice. (Boomer Esiason, who went to Cincinnati in the second round, was the only quarterback taken ahead of Hostetler.)

      “I didn’t know anything about the Giants, had no idea. Hadn’t talked to them at all before the draft. I didn’t have any idea. And so I actually didn’t even know who their coach was. So when I got told that I was going there I didn’t know what their quarterback situation was or anything so I was kinda in the dark with it.”

      Phil Simms was the Giants incumbent, but injuries, inconsistent play, and a complicated relationship with head coach Bill Parcells sidetracked his career. Scott Brunner took over when Simms was injured or ineffective, only to be traded to Denver a week before the 1983 draft. The other veteran vying for playing time was Jeff Rutledge, a former Los Angeles Ram for whom the Giants gave away a fourth-round pick.

      “I thought that it was a great opportunity once I found out that they had a couple quarterbacks there, but nobody had been there playing and had the job locked up. So I thought this would be a great opportunity to at least see the field.”

      A month after marrying coach Nehlen’s daughter, Vicky, Hostetler signed with the Giants in June. The new Hostetler family was even more delighted when Giants coach Bill Parcells refused to cave to the New York media, who speculated that the quarterback position belonged to Simms.

      “After all our changes, wouldn’t it be crazy for me to say someone who has hardly snapped the ball in three years, ‘You have the job?’” Parcells asked reporters. “That’s not the way things are going to work this year.”

      Training camp was wide open: Simms, Hostetler, and Jeff Rutledge each believed they could win the job. By the first exhibition game, Parcells decided that Simms and Rutledge would split time and Hostetler should watch from the sidelines.

      “He’s not ready, and I told him so. I don’t want to throw him to the wolves.”

      No one could blame Parcells for that decision. Simms and Rutledge were each five-year veterans; Hostetler was a rookie. Except the next week, Parcells told him that he would play the game’s last ten minutes against Indianapolis. He never took a snap. He never took a snap the following week against the Jets. And in the final preseason game against Pittsburgh, he watched the entire game from the sidelines.

      “It was Penn State all over again,” Hostetler later said.

      Being told he would play in the exhibition portion of his rookie season irritated Jeff Hostetler. But keeping a rookie quarterback on the sidelines—even during the preseason—is not unheard of. And Parcells’ reasoning was sound: four months removed from college and with only a few weeks of training camp, he simply wasn’t prepared. He didn’t take a single snap at quarterback in 1984.

      Not playing the next season also bothered Hostetler. But away from Giants Stadium and the team’s practice facilities, far greater concerns held his attention. In June 1985, Vicky Hostetler gave birth to the couple’s first child. The following morning, the entire family was stunned to learn that Jason Hostetler suffered from pulmonary stenosis: one of his heart valves was too narrow to pump a sufficient amount of blood from the heart to the lungs.

      Doctors performed surgery on the one-day-old child and over the next eleven months, he endured four more operations to correct the problem.

      “Now he’s doing real well. He has a lot of fun, and he’s becoming more active. The doctors are pleased with the way he’s doing. Only time will tell if everything will be good,” Hostetler said when Jason was seventeen months old. “This puts everything in perspective. I know what my priorities are—what’s important and what isn’t. That little boy is important. This makes you realize how lucky you really are and how trivial all the other little worries and disappointments are.”

      Compared to the painful uncertainties caused by Jason’s health crisis, not seeing action as a quarterback during those first two seasons was “trivial.” But by 1986, with Jason’s health improving, Hostetler was once again ready to focus on football. Contributions on special teams (blocking that punt against Philadelphia) and as an emergency wide receiver seemed to make his coaches take notice. Bill Parcells personally told him he would compete for the job as Simms’ backup.

      Unfortunately, his fourth season in the NFL, 1987, got off to the worst start yet. A bruised kidney suffered in a preseason game against Cleveland landed him in the hospital, then on the injured reserve list for a month. Jeff Rutledge retained the second-string job.

      “I knew it was do-or-die when I went to camp in 1988,” Hostetler said. “I had worn Giant blue for four years, and when Bill Parcells said again that he wanted to know what I could do, I figured I would have to show him something or make room for someone else.

      “I had a good preseason camp, and they told me I had earned the No. 2 job. They were keeping [Rutledge], too, at least for now. But I was officially the backup to Phil. At least I was moving in the right direction. It wasn’t where I wanted to be, but maybe I was on my way at last.”

      Hostetler finally earned a chance at quarterback later that season. In a November loss to Philadelphia, Eagles defensive end Reggie White slammed Simms’ left shoulder into the ground, forcing him out of the game. With Jeff Rutledge on injured reserve, Hostetler was the only other quarterback on the roster. In his first prolonged quarterback action in fifty-nine months, Hostetler struggled, tossing a pair of interceptions, including one in overtime that set up Philadelphia’s game-winning score.

      With Simms still sidelined, Hostetler started the following week against New Orleans.

      “If Hostetler plays,” Parcells said, “we will use our full game plan. He should be able to handle our offense by now.”

      Despite that statement, the Giants utilized a conservative, run-heavy approach to hide the inexperience of their quarterback. On one of the few pass plays, Hostetler tossed an eighty-five-yard touchdown to Stephen Baker, giving New York a 7-6 lead early in the second period.

      Still, Parcells chose Jeff Rutledge (who was activated from the injured list the day before) to begin the third quarter. On the opening two plays of the second half, New Orleans sacked Rutledge, who fumbled the ball each time; he finished the game with an interception and virtually identical statistics to Hostetler. The Giants eked out a 13-12 victory.

      “The reason I changed quarterbacks is that I felt Rutledge had a bit more experience. I thought Hostetler did a good job and I told him that.”

      Hostetler, infuriated at having been removed, lashed out to reporters after the game, saying, “I’m hot, did you ever see anything like that?” Once again, false promises bothered him more than did watching from the sideline.

      “I’m through here,” he told reporters. “[Parcells] told me that I had done a good job, but that he wanted to make a change. He said he’d get me back in there. But he didn’t say anything to me after that.”

      Hostetler instructed his agent to demand a trade. Giants General Manager George Young consulted with the head coach.

      “George asked me, ‘You want to keep him?’ I said, ‘Of course,” Parcells responded.

      With unrestricted free agency for NFL players still several years away, Hostetler needed Parcells and the Giants. And with starting quarterbacks made of mere flesh and bones, the Giants and Parcells needed Hostetler.

      “The rule of thumb is, people don’t get rid of good players. This isn’t fantasy football. That’s for the fans,” Young later said. “The best thing to do is pick the young players and develop them the way you want.”

      The Giants were not going to trade him. That didn’t stop Hostetler from storming into Bill Parcells’ office.

      “I went in and Bill and I had a knock-down, drag-out discussion and it wasn’t very friendly. But it was a situation where I got off my chest what I wanted to say. And if you know Bill, Bill’s not going to sit there and take anything; he had his comments to say,” Hostetler said years later. “I left there and was coming out to practice later in the day and he comes up beside me and says ‘You feel better?’ And I just looked at him. And from that point on, I knew exactly where I stood with him and he knew where he stood with me.”

      “I thought he was a bright young guy,” Parcells said two decades later. “I think Jeff as a young player was a little sensitive and certainly frustrated. Because he was there a long time and he really wasn’t getting an opportunity to play and as any competitive guy would be he wanted that opportunity. I understood his sentiments, but yet, we weren’t in the habit of trying to get rid of good players.”

      Hostetler set aside his frustration from the New Orleans game—what he called “the lowest point of my whole football career, lower than the Fiesta Bowl”—and returned to the Giants, awaiting his next chance to play. It came a year later.

      With Simms injured in the first quarter of a game against Minnesota, Hostetler contributed to a Giants comeback victory: his mobility outside of the pocket produced key first downs. Simms remained inactive for the Giants’ next game at Phoenix and Hostetler made his second start in six years. Unlike the Saints episode a year earlier, Parcells did not experience any “gut feeling” that prompted him to make a halftime switch. Hostetler scrambled for two touchdowns and again converted several first downs through the air in the 20-13 win. New York improved to 8-1.

      “I thought Jeff handled the game well,” said Parcells. “We ran the ball real good. We played within ourselves.”

      Although Simms returned for the next week, Parcells and the Giants players had a growing trust in Hostetler.

      “I think our guys have confidence in me now. Before [the Cardinals game] some of them said that you’ve waited a long time, so take advantage of it,” he said afterwards. “I’m just trying to get the job done. Maybe I’ve helped myself for the future, knowing the team has confidence in you and you’re able to perform better. You expect to win.”

      That confidence grew much more the following autumn.

      Three consecutive victories to open the season established New York as the early front-runner for the 1990 NFC East title. In Week Four against Dallas, Simms’ three touchdown passes built a 24-10 advantage early in the fourth quarter. Parcells surprised the Cowboys, his offense, and especially his second-string quarterback, when he inserted Hostetler to close out the game.

      “I wanted him to run the offense without running out the clock,” Parcells said. “I wanted him to drive the ball down the field and try to score.”

      A fifteen-yard run along with a twelve-yard pass completion pushed the Giants into Dallas’ red zone. With less than ten minutes remaining, Hostetler capped off an eight-play, sixty-six-yard drive by eluding Cowboys defenders Ken Norton Jr. and Tony Tolbert, then racing into the end zone for a twelve-yard touchdown.

      “I think [Parcells] was testing me, I think he was testing my preparation, he was testing me whether I was ready to go at a moment’s notice.”

      Two weeks later, Hostetler was again thrust into the Giants lineup, and this time with three full quarters remaining. On the final play of the first period, two Phoenix Cardinals high-lowed Simms, knocking him out with an injured ankle. Hostetler took over and produced a short scoring drive that put New York in front 10-3, five minutes before halftime. But after that field goal, neither the Giants offense nor the defense could do anything right, and Phoenix surged to a 19-10 edge with just over five minutes remaining in the game.

      Shaking off four sacks as well as a fumble and an interception (both of which preceded Cardinals scores), Hostetler floated a perfect post-corner touchdown pass to a diving Stephen Baker. Trailing 19-17, the defense then forced a punt with one minute to play. Two completions by Hostetler moved New York from their own twenty-nine-yard-line into field-goal range. On the game’s final play, the Giants kicker nailed a forty-yarder to complete a spectacular comeback.

      “I thought it was an outstanding comeback and a great job by Hostetler,” Parcells said. “I’m glad he’s been around for the time he has because I don’t know if a guy with less experience could have done what he did.”

      Once again the following Sunday, Simms was under center when the Giants took on Washington.

      Although being relegated to second-string and not playing on Sundays bothered, even angered, Hostetler, he could understand it. For nearly seven full seasons, the Giants had thrived under Simms, who won fifty of eighty-three starts from 1984 to 1990, a stretch in which New York earned five playoff berths and a Super Bowl title.

      “I didn’t have a guy in front of me that was stinking out the place,” he said. “[Simms] was throwing the lights out of the ball, playing really, really well. So there just weren’t the opportunities there that you normally get as a backup quarterback.”

      Not being given opportunities to take snaps—even in practice—was Hostetler’s true frustration. He knew that the first, and really the only, objective of the Giants coaching staff was to prepare the team to win football games. And if the Giants believed Simms gave the team their best shot at victory, then he was the logical choice to quarterback every down. Still, to best serve the team—and himself—the backup felt he needed some level of regular participation.

      During the first six seasons of his NFL career, Hostetler played only four games at quarterback. And aside from the outrage that seeped through after being pulled at halftime against New Orleans in 1988, he quietly endured his frustration.

      “Jeff is the kinda guy that he is such a competitor, he said, ‘Coach, I don’t even have to shower, I never get in. I don’t do anything. It’s just murder,’” Don Nehlen remembered.

      But twice in 1990, he had tasted the so-called crunch time of the fourth quarter. And now, near the end of that season, Hostetler’s patience quickly evaporated.

      “Seven, eight weeks go by and I’ve just had it. You think about it, six-and-a-half years, how long [that] is, over two thousand days. I remember coming home after a Friday practice, no reps again. I sat down at the dinner table with my wife,” he said about reaching his breaking point after six painful years as the team’s backup. “I can remember telling her, ‘That’s it, I’m done; I’m absolutely done. I’ve had it. End of the year, we’re moving; we’re taking everything. I’m done with football.’” Hostetler said later.

      “I felt like I’d finally reached the end, I felt like I had reached the bottom. There wasn’t any further that I could go. And I felt disappointed. I felt empty.”
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