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  INTRODUCTION

  The Pittsburgh Steelers are one of the greatest franchises in not only the NFL, but in all of sports. Since the dawn of the Super Bowl era, the team has won an NFL record six championships, and has appeared in two other Super Bowls in losing efforts. The early years of the franchise were not so pretty, as the club from 1933 to 1971 played in just two playoff games, losing both, the first in 1947 and the second in 1962. It wasn’t until Art Rooney hired Chuck Noll, a Baltimore Colts assistant coach, that the franchise finally started to reach the heights that fans had been waiting for.

  Noll’s arrival along with the drafting of some of the greatest players in NFL history turned the team around, and by 1974 the club reached its first Super Bowl, beating the Minnesota Vikings 16-6 in New Orleans. They won their next Super Bowl the next season topping the Dallas Cowboys 21-17 in Miami.

  After a two-year hiatus, the Steelers won Super Bowls XIII and XIV, beating Dallas and the Los Angeles Rams to complete their 1970s dynasty with four Super Bowl titles, a record that stood until dynasties by the Dallas Cowboys and San Francisco 49ers.

  Following the final championship in 1979, the team went into a bit of a downturn in the 1980s, as the Hall of Fame players from the ’70s like Joe Greene, Jack Lambert, Terry Bradshaw, Mel Blount, Jack Ham, and others stepped away from the game.

  The team’s drafting in the 1980s was nowhere near as good as in the 1970s, and the records suffered. The Steelers did reach the AFC Title Game in 1984 and the postseason in 1989, but those were the final two seasons a Chuck Noll–coached team would play beyond the regular season.

  Noll retired after the 1991 season, giving way to a fiery young leader in Bill Cowher, who came to the Steelers from the Kansas City Chiefs. Cowher was a linebacker with the Cleveland Browns and Philadelphia Eagles, and the “players’ coach” style he took to the team and fiery attitude energized fans both young and old.

  Cowher took the team to Super Bowl XXX in 1995, a losing effort to the Dallas Cowboys. It seemed like he was snake bitten as he took the club to six AFC Title Games, but fell short in four of those six games, with all four losses coming at home. But he finally got the Steelers back to the Super Bowl after the 2005 season in a memorable ride with Jerome “The Bus” Bettis—a win over the Seattle Seahawks 21-10 in Detroit in Super Bowl XL.

  A year after winning Super Bowl XL, Cowher retired after fifteen seasons, and the team hired Mike Tomlin, an intense young leader who took the team to a win in Super Bowl XLIII in just his second season in Pittsburgh, clinching the team’s NFL record sixth title.

  Since that team walked off the field in Tampa in 2009 with their sixth title, they have been trying to get back to winning a seventh championship. The club did get to the Super Bowl in the 2010 season, but lost to the Green Bay Packers in a wild game in Dallas.

  Tomlin appreciates the history of the franchise, and knows the high standard that the Steelers to this day stand by. Every year, he and the coaches expect to win, and the fan base has been spoiled by the years of some of the greatest players in NFL history.

  The twenty-three players I interviewed for this book offer an array of great stories and great memories. From exhibition games that started players’ careers to memorable regular season games to playoff battles and Super Bowls, the players I spoke to shared some of the best memories of Steelers football from the past four decades.

  I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed talking to the players and writing it.


  CHAPTER 1

  MERRIL HOGE

  Running Back 1987–1993

  December 31, 1989 vs Houston Oilers at Houston Astrodome

  PITTSBURGH STEELERS 26 - HOUSTON OILERS 23

  Most of the younger Pittsburgh Steelers fans know Merril Hoge for his work each week as a football analyst for ESPN, being vocal in sharing his thoughts about the ins and outs of the NFL on a weekly basis.

  What they don’t know is that there was a time, back in early 1990, when for two games Hoge’s NFL career went from mostly obscurity to a Cinderella story for the playoff run of the 1989 Steelers.

  The 1989 season was possibly the best coaching job in the Hall-of-Fame career of Steelers coach Chuck Noll, as he took the team from the first two games in which they were outscored 92-10 to a point away from playing in the AFC Championship Game.

  The season started with a 51-0 home loss in the opener to the Cleveland Browns, and then a 41-10 road loss to the Cincinnati Bengals.

  The day after the Bengals loss there was a number of national stories that wondered if Noll was going to last the season, and if the team was actually the worst in the NFL.

  The team did turn it around, and Hoge recalls that season with great fondness for all the things he learned at the time as a twenty-four-year-old running back in just his third NFL season.

  “That year was most memorable for a lot of reasons,” Hoge said. “I learned a lot about leadership, about how when things are going south how you recover and what things you can lean on.”
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    Notes on Merril Hoge

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          Years Played:

        
        	
          1987–1993

        
      

      
        	
          Position:

        
        	
          Running Back

        
      

      
        	
          Height:

        
        	
          6’2”

        
      

      
        	
          Weight:

        
        	
          212

        
      

      
        	
          Hometown:

        
        	
          Pocatello, Idaho

        
      

      
        	
          Current Residence:

        
        	
          Fort Thomas, Kentucky

        
      

      
        	
          Occupation:

        
        	
          Broadcaster for ESPN

        
      

      
        	
          Accomplishments:

        
        	
          Played eight seasons in the NFL, seven with the Steelers, one with the Chicago Bears. Was the Steelers 10th-round pick of the 1987 NFL Draft. In NFL career put up 3,139 yards rushing, 2,133 receiving and 34 touchdowns. Best known for his play during the 1989 playoff run by the Steelers, in which an AFC Wild Card Game win over the Houston Oilers he ran for 100 yards on 17 carries and a touchdown in a 26-23 overtime win. The following week in a loss to the Denver Broncos in the AFC Divisional Playoff Game, Hoge ran for 120 yards and a score, and caught eight passes for 60 yards. He has served on the board of directors of the Highmark Caring Foundation since the early ’90s.

        
      

      
        	
          Nickname:

        
        	
          None

        
      

      
        	
          The Game:

        
        	
          Pittsburgh Steelers vs Houston Oilers in Houston, Texas

          December 31, 1989

        
      

    

  

  “We got beat 92-10 in the first two games and we were the laughing stock of the NFL,” Hoge said. “There was a ton of articles out on us, about what a bad team we were. I remember Chuck the first Tuesday after that second game, and he was reading to us all the things people were saying about us.

  “He said ‘Listen, I know nobody believes in you, I know no one thinks you’re any good, but I want you to know, I do. I believe in you.’

  “I could feel the energy in the room completely change. His leadership in that process was instrumental. I only got to play for him for five years, but I look back at that year and use a lot of those life lessons to this day.”

  Hoge was a 10th round draft pick of the Steelers in 1987 out of Idaho State, where he was a three-time all-conference selection at running back.

  * * *

  He played mostly special teams in 1987, but by 1988 he had earned an opportunity with the franchise to be a main part of their offense, starting eight games and running for 705 yards and three touchdowns. The 1988 season saw the club go just 5-11, but it will be most remembered for the club losing their beloved owner, Art Rooney, just a month before the start of the season.

  The 1989 season saw Hoge have another productive regular season, rushing for 621 yards and eight scores.

  The team at 9-7 found its way to the playoffs after a number of things went their way in the last week of the season that clinched them a wild card playoff spot.

  The wild card opponent was one the team and Hoge knew well, the rival Houston Oilers. A team that had beaten the Steelers twice during the regular season in 1989.

  There was a long-running feud between Steelers coach Chuck Noll and Oilers coach Jerry Glanville.

  While a lot of the focus was on the two coaches in the 1989 AFC Wild Card Game in Houston, it was Hoge’s star that would shine the brightest on one of the biggest stages in the NFL.

  

  The Game

  By Merril Hoge

  The game that really stands out in most people’s minds was in ’89 with the Oilers, and then the following we week we went to Denver, those back-to-back weeks, those were probably the two most significant games I’ve ever played in.

  That Houston game wild card weekend would fall in the top 5 or 10 in NFL history.

  There’s so many things about that game that happened that people probably have forgotten. The game itself was obviously itself a special game.

  I don’t think people would know or remember that game ended [Oilers coach] Jerry Glanville’s career.

  That was instrumental because the start of my career, my rookie year was the first time I had ever played in Houston, and that was the start of the feud between Glanville and Chuck Noll.

  That feud started in 1987, I know our offense was on the field and it involved our running back, Frank Pollard.

  He got into a fight with someone on their defensive line, and Glanville sent players out from the sideline and they basically blindsided Frank Pollard and took him out.

  What the discrepancy was is—it wasn’t the guys getting into a fight on the field, it was Glanville sending players from the sideline to go after one of our players.

  I was standing right there when it happened. Chuck Noll had come across the field, and went right to Jerry Glanville when it happened.

  He reached out and grabbed Jerry Glanville’s hand and let him know, “If you ever send anyone from the sideline again onto the field after one of my players, I’m coming after you.” Jerry Glanville didn’t really know how to respond to it. He was just in shock and just starts to walk away. Chuck grabs him and pulls him back and says, “I’m serious, you son of a b#@ch.” I was already ready to run through a brick wall for that man, now I’ll do whatever I have to do for him. I got his back, because that guy has our back.

  We went to the locker room and Chuck talked about that moment. He said “Listen, we don’t start fights, that’s not how we play. That’s not how we perform; that’s not how you be a professional. But, don’t you ever let one of our guys be assaulted. You defend yourself and you defend one another.”

  Glanville made a snide remark every time we went to play them. He kept revisiting that, while Chuck never talked about it, never revisited it.

  They beat us twice that year, they beat us at home and we thought that loss to them was going to knock us out of the playoffs.

  We went down and won in Tampa in the final week and got a bunch of miracles to get back in the playoffs.

  Chuck had won coach of the year in 1989, and during that week, the wild card week, Glanville says, “I voted for Chuck for coach of the year, I spelled his name Knoll.” He said it just to be a jerk, just to be a jerk.

  They had the “House of Pain” going on; they had bounties out on people. They were trying to knock people out on kickoffs.

  They always had one of the most talented teams in the NFL, and they always seemed to have a winning record in the regular season.

  There was a bunch of things that went on in that game. I remember Chuck Noll, who was so adamant about their offense, the “run and shoot,” and he told us, “Look guys the run and shoot is good from 20 to 20, but once they get inside the 20 it’s a different game.” I remember listening to him talk about that offense, and how it almost exactly happened in that game.

  There was a few things that happened at the end of that game that were most fascinating. It was probably the most exhausted I’ve ever been in any game at any time.

  It was my first playoff experience, and you could really sense the difference. It was just completely different.

  I don’t care if it was first, second, or third down, the weight of that down was so important.

  We got the lead, and they rallied back and took the lead. We had a drive to tie the game, and that drive, I remember there was a TV timeout, and we literally could not hear.

  Bubby [Brister] was getting all fired up, he was just giving us a tongue lashing while we were in the huddle.

  You almost had to read his lips to hear the play. Early in that drive we called a reverse to Dwight Stone, he was so fast, and that really kick-started that drive.

  I went over the top to score to tie the game at 23. I had a play earlier in the drive to help us, and Bubby hit four out of five passes in the drive.

  When we went into overtime, we got the ball and we went three-and-out. Harry Newsome, our punter, had a real bad punt, and they had the ball near midfield.

  They gave the ball to Lorenzo White, and Rod Woodson came up and hit him right on the ball. White fumbled and Rod picked it up and was tackled pretty quickly but we got the ball back around the 50.

  The very first play they called was “93-trap” and I went about 14 yards to put us in field goal range. That was the last yard we got.

  I was sweating so much that I was “slushing” in my shoes; my socks and shoes were so soaking wet it was like I jumped in a pond.

  I went to the sideline and took a knee, and my pads just fell off of me. I was drenched.

  This is how delirious I was: I remember thinking, “I have nothing left.”

  Gary [Anderson] was lining up for a 50-yard field goal, and I remember looking up at the screen on the scoreboard and reading, “This is Gary Anderson’s first attempt at a 50-yard field goal.” I’m soaking wet, physically I can’t even move, I’m thinking if he doesn’t make this I have no shot of running another play. I’m on one knee, I don’t even know how I’m getting to the locker room.

  Then I start thinking, “Gary Anderson is as old as dirt, he’s never kicked a 50-yard field goal?” I’m thinking, “Are you freaking kidding me, there’s no way he’s going to make it!” Then I happen to look up at the screen, and there’s a few words I didn’t read— “First attempt at a 50-yard field goal—this year.” That completely changed me then, I’m like, “Oh yeah he’s got a shot.” So they snap the ball and he kicks it and it goes through the uprights. All that energy I didn’t think I had—I found a little bit of it.

  The joy that came through me was crazy.

  We look back on the video, the funniest thing when I think about it. Delton Hall, who was our rookie of the year had broken his wrist. He wasn’t the player he was our rookie year, and he was kind of in and out of the lineup that year.

  He had a personal foul in that game that gave them life when we had him stopped. He had hit Ernest Givins after a pass. Delton was known for doing a knucklehead move here and there.

  The footage after we win, Delton Hall is trying to pick up Chuck Noll like we just won the Super Bowl.

  You see Chuck slapping away at Delton when he’s trying to pick him up, and the next day we’re watching the tape and saying, “What were you thinking?” First, it’s a wild card game, and second there’s no one to help you, and third, you’re grabbing Chuck Noll—it was just the funniest thing you’d ever see.

  You look over at Jerry Glanville’s face when that ball went through the uprights, and you knew it was over.

  I don’t ever like to see anyone get fired, but the satisfaction that came from that proves that class will always trump being a punk.

  Chuck Noll is on the Mount Rushmore of NFL coaching, and you’re going to take shots at him? Why not learn?

  The Jerry Glanville era was over. (Glanville was fired one week later, on January 6, 1990.)

  The way that stadium was built, to get to the locker room they had to close off certain ramps for the fans that were leaving.

  So any delay getting from the field, an interview or something, you would have to fight through the crowd to get to the locker room.

  I get held up with all these interviews on the field, and I’m the only guy left out there. As I get set to go up the ramps to the locker room, somebody has a huge mug of beer and throws it in my face.

  My eyes are stinging, I’m gagging on it. I get to the locker room and they are praying. So I kneel down and Dick Hoak, my running back coach, I grab his hand and he says, “You already drinking?”

  I told him, “No, coach. I just got smashed with a bunch of beer from the fans.” I was soaking wet from beer, I smelled like a frigging brewery.

  That game had a ton of little stories like that.

  The Aftermath

  The week after Hoge and the Steelers defeated the Oilers, the team traveled to Denver to play the AFC’s number one seed, the Denver Broncos.

  Hoge again played like a man on a mission, as he had his best game of the season, going for 120 yards against the Broncos defense, scoring a touchdown as the team built a 17-7 lead.

  As the Broncos normally did back in those days, they rallied back, and took a 24-23 lead in the game, with future Hall of Fame quarterback John Elway picking his way through the Steelers defense in the second half to take the lead.

  With one last shot, a fumble on a shotgun snap from center proved to finish the Steelers’ last chance, and end a playoff run that many Steelers fans still look back on to this day.

  Hoge stayed with the Steelers through the 1993 season, opening holes for single season all-time leading rusher Barry Foster in 1992 as Foster went for 1,690 yards in Bill Cowher’s first season as the team’s head coach.

  The offseason following the 1993 campaign, Hoge signed a free agent deal with the Chicago Bears. After suffering multiple concussions, he left the game after just five games played in the 1994 season.

  In his career, Hoge gained 3,139 rushing yards and 2,133 receiving yards. He scored 34 touchdowns.

  He made the move from the field to the broadcast booth, joining on with the Steelers Radio Network and being the third man in the booth along with Bill Hillgrove and Myron Cope.

  “I was the first player to ever be in the booth for the Steelers,” Hoge said. “Myron Cope was in there at the time, and Myron was not a fan of any player being in there, and as good as a relationship as we had when we played, he made it difficult on me.

  “If you ever listen to any of the games I did with them in 1995 and ’96, you never hear me. I would go a whole quarter and not say boo.

  “I was there to learn. I have great respect for Myron, I just wanted to learn and add where I could. It just wasn’t something he was a fan of.”

  Hoge used that time in the Steelers booth to learn his craft and then move to ESPN, where he moved to TV and can still be seen to this day giving his opinion on the NFL.

  The former Steelers running back was diagnosed with stage II Non-Hodgkin lymphoma in 2003, and after a long battle was able to overcome it, showing once again his fighting spirit that made him one of the most popular backs in the history of the Steelers franchise.


  CHAPTER 2

  CRAIG WOLFLEY

  Offensive Lineman 1980–1989

  December 30, 1984 vs Denver Broncos at Mile High Stadium

  PITTSBURGH STEELERS 24 - DENVER BRONCOS 17

  Craig Wolfley still roams the Pittsburgh Steelers sidelines during the season, but now does it with a microphone in his hand as part of the teams radio network as the club’s official sideline reporter.

  The former offensive lineman came to the Steelers in 1980 as a fifth-round draft pick, and played twelve seasons in the NFL, ten with the Steelers and his final two with the Minnesota Vikings.

  Wolfley played college football at Syracuse, and in 1999 was honored by being named to the Syracuse University Football All-Century Team.

  Not only was Wolfley a star on the gridiron, he also starred in the world of weight lifting, boxing, martial arts, and sumo wrestling.

  In 1981, Wolfely placed fifth in the World’s Strongest Man competition, and in 1985 he placed second in the first ever North American professional sumo wrestling tournament. Years later in 2002, he jumped into the ring with famous boxer “Butterbean” Eric Esch, who was known for his thundering knockouts, and was defeated in a four-round match.

  Football runs deep in the Wolfley family, as his brother Ron is a former running back with the Arizona Cardinals. Both brothers jumped into broadcasting after retiring. Ron is the color man for the Arizona Cardinals Radio Network. The two had the honor of being on opposing sidelines for Super Bowl XLIII, as the Steelers defeated the Cardinals 27-23.

  
    Notes on Craig Wolfley

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          Years Played:

        
        	
          1980–1989

        
      

      
        	
          Position:

        
        	
          Offensive Lineman

        
      

      
        	
          Height:

        
        	
          6’1”

        
      

      
        	
          Weight:

        
        	
          265

        
      

      
        	
          Hometown:

        
        	
          Buffalo, New York

        
      

      
        	
          Current Residence:

        
        	
          Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

        
      

      
        	
          Occupation:

        
        	
          Sideline Reporter and Broadcaster for the Pittsburgh Steelers Radio Network

        
      

      
        	
          Accomplishments:

        
        	
          Was drafted by the Steelers in the fifth round, 138th pick overall, of the 1980 draft. Played for Hall of Fame Chuck Noll all of his ten seasons in Pittsburgh, and played his final two seasons with the Minnesota Vikings. Was part of the last three Noll teams clubs to make the postseason: 1982, 1984, and 1989. Also competed in both the World’s Strongest Man and the NFL’s Strongest Man competitions, boxed professionally and placed second in the first professional Sumo contest held on the North American continent. He holds a black belt in Freestyle Jiu Jitsu and has over nineteen years of martial arts training. Was picked as a member of the Steelers All-Century Team in 2000, as voted online by Pittsburgh fans as a “team” of the best players to ever wear a Steeler uniform.

        
      

      
        	
          Nickname:

        
        	
          None

        
      

      
        	
          The Game:

        
        	
          Pittsburgh Steelers vs Denver Broncos in Denver, Colorado

          December 30, 1984

        
      

    

  

  Wolfley was a team player who never made headlines, but always gave his best on the field and was well liked by his fellow linemen such as Hall of Fame center Mike Webster and Tunch Ilkin. Wolfley shares a close bond with Ilkin to this day.
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  Courtesy of the Pittsburgh Steelers

  

  The Game

  By Craig Wolfley

  December 30, 1984, in Denver, a divisional playoff game, we were 9-7 that year, and we had beaten the Raiders to get in the playoffs in a must-win, a real bloodbath out in Oakland two weeks before that.

  It was great, it was the week before Christmas and Myron Cope, the Steelers broadcaster, was singing, “Deck the Broncos, they’re just Yonkos.” It was a great, great Christmas song, just hilarious.

  That was my first time playing in Mile High [Stadium], and I remember the big speech that Chuck [Noll] gave us on Friday on how if you are in town less than twenty-four hours then the altitude wouldn’t affect you. He gave us a big speech on that.

  The night before the game, we went out to eat, Tunch, myself, and a couple other offensive linemen, and the whole conversation by fans was “bring on the fish,” because they all thought Denver would beat us and move on to play Miami in the AFC Championship. They knew we were there and they were talking, just muted but loud enough so we could hear, and they were saying, “Why are we even bothering playing these guys?” We started off the day going out for pregame warmups, and after about three minutes I staggered up to my conditioning coach Walt Evans and I grabbed him by the throat and I said, “Chuck lied.”

  It was so funny, it was just unbelievable. I told him try to get some duct tape because I was going to tape the oxygen tank to my back.

  We went back in and coach Noll gave us, what was for him, a very impassioned, about seven-minute pregame talk that basically amounted to whoever commits the least amount of turnovers was going to win the game.

  So then we went out and fumbled away our first two drives. Mike Webster, Tunch Ilkin, and myself were going off the field and [Webster] “Webby” turns to us and goes, “Okay men what’s plan B?” It was just unbelievable, the defense came out and they just played great, they sacked [Broncos QB John] Elway four times.
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