

  [image: frn_fig_001]








  
—THE— 50 GREATEST PLAYERS —IN— CLEVELAND BROWNS HISTORY




  




  ROBERT W. COHEN


[image: frn_fig_002]


  ESSEX, CONNECTICUT










[image: frn_fig_003]



 



    An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2022 by Robert W. Cohen




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available




  ISBN 978-1-4930-6279-9 (cloth : alk. paper)




  ISBN 978-1-4930-6936-1 (electronic)




  [image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.












  
—   ACKNOWLEDGMENTS   —





  I wish to thank Troy Kinunen of MEARSonlineauctions.com, Kate of RMYauctions.com, Erik Drost, George A. Kitrinos, and Jeffrey Beall, each of whom generously contributed to the photographic content of this work.











  
—   INTRODUCTION   —





  THE BROWNS LEGACY




  A charter member of the short-lived All-America Football Conference (AAFC) that lasted just four seasons, the Cleveland Browns came into being in 1945 when taxi-cab magnate Arthur B. “Mickey” McBride secured the rights to a Cleveland franchise in the newly formed league. Heeding the advice of Cleveland Plain Dealer sportswriter John Dietrich, McBride, who earlier tried unsuccessfully to purchase the NFL’s Cleveland Rams, hired former Massillon (Ohio) High School and Ohio State Buckeyes head coach Paul Brown to run his team, giving the 36-year-old Ohio native an ownership stake in the franchise and ceding to him full power in making all player personnel decisions.




  After receiving his discharge from the military at the end of World War II, Brown assumed head coaching duties in Cleveland prior to the start of the AAFC’s inaugural season of 1946. Taking up residence in the league’s Western Division, which they shared with the San Francisco 49ers, Los Angeles Dons, and Chicago Rockets, the Browns, who took their name from their head coach and general manager and played their home games at Cleveland Municipal Stadium, a 78,000-seat ballpark that had served as home to the Cleveland Indians since 1931, proved to be practically unbeatable during the AAFC’s brief four-year run, compiling an overall record of 47-4-3, en route to winning the division title and league championship each season. Particularly dominant in 1948, the Browns posted a perfect 14-0 record during the regular season, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 389–190, before routing the Buffalo Bills 49–7 in the AAFC Championship Game.




  Absorbed by the NFL, along with the 49ers and the original Baltimore Colts, when the AAFC folded following the conclusion of the 1949 campaign, the Browns joined the New York Giants, Philadelphia Eagles, Pittsburgh Steelers, Chicago Cardinals, and Washington Redskins in the league’s American (Eastern) Division, where they continued to experience a considerable amount of success the next six years, even as ownership of the team passed from McBride to a group of prominent Cleveland businessmen headed by David R. Jones, who had once served as director of the Cleveland Indians. Winning six more division titles and another three league championships from 1950 to 1955, the Browns laid claim to their first NFL championship by edging out the Los Angeles Rams 30–28 in the 1950 title tilt. After losing to the Rams (24–17) and the Detroit Lions (17–7 and 17–16) the next three years, the Browns captured consecutive league championships in 1954 and 1955 by manhandling the Lions 56–10 in the first of those campaigns, before defeating the Rams 38–14 in the second.




  Certainly, the brilliant coaching mind of Paul Brown, who became the first coach to call plays for his quarterback, give players IQ and personality tests, use game film to evaluate opponents, and sign Black players, helped the Browns establish themselves as one of the greatest dynasties in the history of pro sports, with the team setting a North American major professional sports record by appearing in the league championship game in each of their first 10 years of existence. An exceptional judge of talent, Brown assembled a roster that included several future Hall of Famers, with talented wide receivers Mac Speedie and Dante Lavelli, bruising fullback Marion Motley, standout center Frank Gatski, legendary kicker / offensive tackle Lou Groza, and superb defensive linemen Bill Willis and Len Ford all making huge contributions to the success the Browns experienced during their period of dominance. However, Brown would not have been able to lead his team to as many division titles and league championships as he did without quarterback Otto Graham, who did a magnificent job of directing Cleveland’s offense from 1946 to 1955. One of the greatest winners in the history of the game, Graham led the Browns to an overall record of 105-17-4, earning in the process league MVP honors on six separate occasions. And, some 65 years after Graham appeared in his last game, only Tom Brady has quarterbacked his team to as many league championships.




  Graham’s importance to the Browns became quite evident when his retirement prior to the start of the 1956 campaign resulted in the first losing season in franchise history. Help was on the way, though, in the form of Jim Brown, who the team selected with the sixth overall pick of the 1957 NFL Draft. Arguably the greatest running back ever to play the game, Brown went on to lead the league in rushing in eight of the next nine seasons, setting several NFL records along the way. And, with Brown serving as the focal point of their offense, perennial All-Pro offensive linemen Mike McCormack, Gene Hickerson, Dick Schafrath, and Jim Ray Smith providing exceptional blocking up front, wide receivers Ray Renfro and Gary Collins gathering in passes from quarterback Frank Ryan, and linebacker Jim Houston and linemen Bill Glass and Bob Gain starring on defense, the Browns won three division titles and one league championship from 1957 to 1965, experiencing much of that success under a new regime.




  Purchased for nearly $4 million by a group of investors headed by 35-year-old New York advertising and television executive Art Modell in March 1961, the Browns continued to be run by Paul Brown until 1963, when complaints made by many of the team’s players about the coach’s dictatorial ways prompted Modell to replace him at the helm with former chief assistant, Blanton Collier. Hailed by many as “the father of modern football,” Brown left Cleveland having led his team to an overall record of 157-48-8, 11 division titles, and seven league championships. A strong proponent of signing the best players, regardless of the color of their skin, Brown later received high praise for the advancements he made in that area from one of his harshest critics, Jim Brown, who said, “Paul Brown integrated pro football without uttering a single word about integration. He just went out, signed a bunch of great black athletes, and started kicking butt. That’s how you do it. You don’t talk about it. . . . In his own way, the man integrated football the right way—and no one was going to stop him.”




  Far less autocratic than Brown, under whom he had served as an assistant on both offense and defense, Collier reenergized the Browns, who ended up winning five division titles and their eighth league championship in his eight years in charge. After finishing a close second to the Giants in the NFL East in 1963, the Browns edged out the St. Louis Cardinals for the division title the following year, before defeating the heavily favored Baltimore Colts 27–0 in the NFL championship game. The Browns advanced to the title game once again in 1965, but this time lost 23–12 to Vince Lombardi’s Green Bay Packers. The Browns subsequently failed to advance to the playoffs in 1966 even though they posted a record of 9-5. After the NFL adopted a new four-division setup and expanded its playoff format to two rounds in 1967, the Browns moved to the Century Division, which they shared with the Giants, St. Louis Cardinals, and Pittsburgh Steelers. Easily the strongest of the four teams, the Browns captured the division title three straight times and advanced to the NFL championship game twice, although they lost to the Baltimore Colts 34–0 in 1968 and suffered a 27–7 defeat at the hands of the Minnesota Vikings the following year.




  Following the NFL/AFL merger in 1970, the Browns, Pittsburgh Steelers, and Baltimore Colts moved to the new American Football Conference, where they joined the 10 teams of the old AFL. Slotted in the AFC Central Division, along with the Steelers, Houston Oilers, and Cincinnati Bengals, the Browns finished just 7-7 in 1970, after which the 64-year-old Collier announced his retirement. In addition to leading the Browns to five division titles and one league championship in his eight years as head coach, Collier guided the team to an overall regular-season record of 76-34-2 and helped oversee the development of standout performers such as running back Leroy Kelly, wide receiver Paul Warfield, tight end Milt Morin, and defensive lineman Walter Johnson.




  The Browns continued to perform well under new head coach Nick Skorich in 1971 and 1972, advancing to the playoffs twice and winning one division title, although they failed to make it past the opening round of the postseason tournament both years, losing to the Baltimore Colts 20–3 in 1971, before falling to the Miami Dolphins 20–14 the following season. But, following the retirements of many of the team’s veteran players, the Browns spent the remainder of the decade toiling in mediocrity, never finishing any higher than third in their division, as Skorich, Forrest Gregg, Dick Modzelewski, and Sam Rutigliano all took turns coaching the team. Nevertheless, several outstanding performers graced the Browns’ roster during this period of mediocrity, with Greg Pruitt and Mike Pruitt starring at running back, Doug Dieken providing consistently strong play at left tackle on offense, and lineman Jerry Sherk, safety Thom Darden, and cornerback Clarence Scott all excelling on defense.




  The Browns experienced something of a resurgence under Rutigliano in 1980, thanks to the efforts of quarterback and league MVP Brian Sipe, who engineered a series of last-minute touchdown drives that led to the team being nicknamed the “Kardiac Kids.” But, after winning their first division title in nine years, the Browns came up short in the playoffs, suffering a heartbreaking 14–12 defeat at the hands of the eventual Super Bowl champion Oakland Raiders in the opening round. With the Browns failing to perform at the same level under Rutigliano the next three seasons, Art Modell replaced him with defensive coordinator Marty Schottenheimer, who, after experiencing very little success his first year in charge, led the team to three straight division titles, four consecutive playoffs appearances, and two trips to the AFC Championship Game, both of which they lost in stunning fashion to the Denver Broncos.




  After recording a 23–20 overtime victory over the Jets in the divisional round of the 1986 postseason tournament, the Browns appeared to be headed to Super Bowl XXI when they entered the latter stages of the final period of the AFC Championship Game holding a 20–13 lead over Denver. But, with less than six minutes remaining in the fourth quarter and the Broncos gaining possession of the football at their own 2 yard line, Denver quarterback John Elway led his team on a 98-yard, 15-play touchdown drive that tied the score at 20–20 with just 37 seconds left in regulation. The Broncos subsequently won the game in overtime on a 33-yard field goal by Rich Karlis, with “The Drive” making Elway a household name.




  The Browns once again came oh so close to advancing to the Super Bowl the following year, when, after defeating the Indianapolis Colts 38–21 in the opening round of the playoffs, they seemed poised to send the AFC Championship Game into overtime. But, with the Browns trailing Denver 38–31 with just 1:12 left on the clock and in possession of the football at their opponent’s 8 yard line, cornerback Jeremiah Castille stripped running back Earnest Byner of the ball just before he crossed the goal line and the Broncos recovered, allowing them to run down the clock before intentionally taking a safety that gave them a 38–33 victory.




  Although the Browns advanced to the playoffs once again in 1988, they lost to the Houston Oilers 24–23 in the wild card round, prompting Art Modell to replace Schottenheimer with former Pittsburgh Steelers, Los Angeles Rams, and New York Jets defensive coordinator Bud Carson. Leaving Cleveland having led the Browns to four straight playoff appearances and an overall record of 44-27, Schottenheimer had the good fortune of coaching some of the AFC’s finest players, with quarterback Bernie Kosar, running back Kevin Mack, tight end Ozzie Newsome, linebacker Clay Matthews, and cornerbacks Hanford Dixon and Frank Minnifield all gaining Pro Bowl recognition during his 4½-year stint as head coach.




  Returning to the AFC Championship Game their first year under Bud Carson after winning the division title and defeating the Buffalo Bills 34–30 in the divisional round of the 1989 playoffs, the Browns faced Denver for the third time in four seasons. However, they again came up short against the Broncos, losing to them by a score of 37–21. Carson remained in Cleveland through the midway point of the ensuing campaign, before being replaced by offensive coordinator Jim Shofner after the Browns won only two of their first nine games.




  Choosing to go in a different direction after the Browns finished the 1990 season with a record of 3-13, Modell named former New York Giants defensive coordinator Bill Belichick the team’s new head coach. Although Belichick later experienced a tremendous amount of success in New England, he struggled somewhat in his first head-coaching gig, leading the Browns to just one winning record and one playoff appearance in his five years at the helm, before leaving the organization at the end of 1995 when Art Modell announced his intentions to move the team to Baltimore.




  Taken aback by Modell’s announcement, the City of Cleveland threatened him with legal action. However, Modell reached a compromise with the city and the NFL early in 1996 that allowed him to establish the Baltimore Ravens as a new franchise and retain the contracts of all Browns personnel. In turn, the Browns’ intellectual property, including team name, logos, training facility, and history, were kept in trust. Additionally, after suspending operations for three seasons, the Browns would resume play in 1999 with a roster consisting of players acquired via an expansion draft, free agency, and the regular NFL Draft.




  After considering several other candidates, a seven-member NFL expansion committee awarded the new Browns franchise to Baltimore banking and real estate executive Al Lerner for $530 million in September 1998. The 65-year-old Lerner held a majority share, while Carmen Policy, who had helped build the 49ers dynasty of the 1980s, owned 10 percent of the team. After hiring former 49ers wide receiver Dwight Clark to serve as the team’s operations director in December 1998, Lerner and Policy signed then Jacksonville Jaguars offensive coordinator Chris Palmer as the reactivated team’s first head coach.




  Meanwhile, behind the scenes, demolition of Cleveland Municipal Stadium, which had served as home to the Browns since their inception in 1946, began in November 1996. Nearly three years later, newly constructed Cleveland Browns Stadium opened to the public. Erected on the same site as the old ballpark, at 1085 West 3rd Street in Cleveland, Browns Stadium, which has since been renamed FirstEnergy Stadium, occupies 17 acres and seats 73,000 patrons.




  Unfortunately, after resuming operations in 1999, the Browns experienced very little success over the course of the next two decades, posting just two winning records and making only one playoff appearance from 1999 to 2019. Noted for their organizational instability throughout the period, the Browns hired 11 different head coaches, with only Butch Davis (2001–2004), Romeo Crennel (2005–2008), and Hue Jackson (2016–2018) lasting more than two seasons. Several changes in ownership and upper management also prevented the Browns from fielding a competitive squad, with Al Lerner, who died of brain cancer in October 2002, leaving the team to his son, Randy, who sold the club to businessman Jimmy Haslam in 2012. Meanwhile, Carmen Policy (1999–2003), John Collins (2004–2009), Tom Heckert (2010–2012), Michael Lombardi (2013), Ray Farmer (2014–2015), Sashi Brown (2016–2017), John Dorsey (2017–2019), and Paul DePodesta (2020–) all assumed the role of primary decision-maker in the front office. With so much volatility within the organization, the Browns ended up posting an overall record of 101-234-1 from 1999 to 2019, reaching their nadir from 2015 to 2017, when they compiled an embarrassing three-year mark of just 4-44.




  However, things began to turn around in Cleveland after Jimmy Haslam relieved GM John Dorsey and head coach Freddie Kitchens of their duties and elevated chief strategy officer Paul DePodesta’s role within the organization following the conclusion of the 2019 campaign. After hiring former Minnesota Vikings offensive coordinator Kevin Stefanski as their new head coach, the Browns named Philadelphia Eagles vice president of football operations (and former Browns front office executive) Andrew Berry executive vice president and general manager, making him, at 32 years of age, the youngest GM in NFL history. And, with Stefanski installing a new offense in Cleveland, quarterback Baker Mayfield, the first overall pick in the 2018 NFL Draft, posted the best numbers of his young career in 2020, with his strong play behind center leading the Browns to a regular-season record of 11-5 that earned them their first playoff berth in 18 years. Displaying that they had truly arrived as a force to be reckoned with during the postseason tournament, the Browns defeated the Pittsburgh Steelers 48–37 in the wild card round, before losing a hard-fought 22–17 decision to the defending Super Bowl champion Kansas City Chiefs in the divisional round.




  Unfortunately, the Browns took a step backward in 2021, compiling a record of just 8-9 that failed to earn them a return trip to the playoffs. Nevertheless, with a strong defense anchored by All-Pro end Myles Garrett and a potentially explosive offense led by newly acquired quarterback Deshaun Watson and Pro Bowl running back Nick Chubb, the Browns figure to be perennial contenders in the AFC North in the years ahead. Their next division title will be their 23rd. The Browns have also won eight league championships and four NFL titles. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the Browns have inducted 17 players into their Ring of Honor and retired the numbers of five different men. Meanwhile, 21 members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season in Cleveland, 16 of whom wore a Browns uniform during many of their peak seasons.




  
FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS





  It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Cleveland Browns presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I still needed to devise a method of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Jim Brown, Otto Graham, Leroy Kelly, Lou Groza, Ozzie Newsome, and Joe Thomas would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Browns uniform, with Marion Motley, Gene Hickerson, Dante Lavelli, Dick Schafrath, Clay Matthews, and Michael Dean Perry heading the list of other Browns icons. But how does one compare players who lined up on opposite sides of the ball with any degree of certainty? Furthermore, how does one differentiate between the pass-rushing and run-stopping skills of front-seven defenders such as Clay Matthews and Myles Garrett and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs such as Hanford Dixon and Frank Minnifield? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout linemen such as Mike McCormack and Frank Gatski and skill-position players such as Greg Pruitt and Nick Chubb? After initially deciding whom to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.




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




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




  To illustrate my last point, rules changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably over the course of the last two decades. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the numbers Baker Mayfield compiled during his time in Cleveland in their proper context when comparing him to earlier Browns quarterbacks such as Frank Ryan and Brian Sipe. Similarly, the statistics posted by Jarvis Landry must be viewed in moderation when comparing him to previous Browns wideouts Mac Speedie and Gary Collins.




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




  One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Browns when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of Hall of Fame players such as Bobby Mitchell and Paul Warfield, both of whom had many of their finest seasons for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of fellow Hall of Famers Len Dawson and Willie Davis are nowhere to be found.




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












1




  —   JIM BROWN   —




  Despite the brilliance of Otto Graham, who started at quarterback for Browns teams that won seven league championships, Jim Brown stands far and above all others as the greatest player in franchise history. Generally considered to be the greatest running back ever to play the game, Brown proved to be the dominant figure of his era, winning eight rushing titles over the course of his nine-year Hall of Fame career. Blessed with the perfect combination of power and speed, Brown gained more than 1,000 yards on the ground seven times, en route to amassing the most yards rushing, yards from scrimmage, all-purpose yards, rushing touchdowns, and total TDs in team annals. The central figure on Browns teams that won three division titles and one NFL championship, Brown earned nine Pro Bowl selections, nine All-Pro nominations, and four league MVP trophies, before being further honored by being named to the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, receiving a top two ranking by both the Sporting News and the NFL Network on their respective lists of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, and having his #32 retired by the Browns.




  Born in St. Simons Island, Georgia, on February 17, 1936, James Nathaniel Brown grew up not knowing his father, a professional boxer who left the family about two weeks after his birth. Raised primarily by his great-grandmother after his mother moved north to seek employment, Brown spent his early years attending school in a segregated two-room shack, before moving to Long Island, New York, at the age of eight after his mom sent for him.




  Eventually establishing himself as a star athlete at mostly white Manhasset High School, Brown earned 13 letters in football, basketball, baseball, lacrosse, and track. An outstanding student as well, Brown gained membership to the honor society for scholastic achievement, becoming so popular that he was elected chief justice of the high school court. Yet, despite being recognized as a model student athlete, Brown later admitted to serving as president of a gang called “The Gaylords” that engaged in fistfights, although he made it clear that they used only their fists as weapons.
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  Jim Brown led the NFL in rushing in eight of his nine years in the league. Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com




  Recruited by several colleges, Brown ultimately accepted a full athletic scholarship to New York’s Syracuse University, where he went on to have a storied career in multiple sports, earning varsity letters in football, basketball, lacrosse, and track and field, qualifying for the Olympic Games after placing fifth nationally in the 1956 decathlon competition. Experiencing similar success in football and lacrosse, Brown earned First-Team All-America honors in both sports his senior year, concluding his college career on the gridiron in fine fashion by rushing for 329 yards, scoring nine touchdowns, and kicking 10 extra points in his final two games.




  After finishing a disappointing fifth in the 1956 Heisman Trophy balloting, Brown entered the 1957 NFL Draft, where the Browns selected him in the first round, with the sixth overall pick. Establishing himself as a dominant force his first year in Cleveland, Brown gained Pro Bowl and All-Pro recognition for the first of nine straight times and earned NFL MVP and Rookie of the Year honors by leading the league with 942 yards rushing, nine rushing touchdowns, and 10 total TDs, while also placing among the leaders with 997 yards from scrimmage, 1,133 all-purpose yards, and an average of 4.7 yards per carry. Performing even better in 1958, Brown began a fabulous eight-year run during which he posted the following numbers:







	YEAR

	YDS RUSHING

	RECS

	REC YDS

	YDS FROM SCRIMMAGE

	TDS






	1958

	1,527

	16

	138

	1,665

	18






	1959

	1,329

	24

	190

	1,519

	14






	1960

	1,257

	19

	204

	1,461

	11






	1961

	1,408

	46

	459

	1,867

	10






	1962

	996

	47

	517

	1,513

	18






	1963

	1,863

	24

	268

	2,131

	15






	1964

	1,446

	36

	340

	1,786

	9






	1965

	1,544

	34

	328

	1,872

	21









  * Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the NFL in that statistical category that year.




  Making Brown’s 1958–1960 statistics even more impressive is the fact that he compiled them in a 12-game season (the NFL did not expand its schedule to 14 games until 1961). In addition to leading the NFL in rushing in seven of those eight seasons, Brown topped the circuit in yards from scrimmage six times, all-purpose yards five times, rushing touchdowns and total TDs four times each, and yards per rushing attempt twice, earning in the process league MVP honors three more times (1958, 1963, and 1965). Meanwhile, the Browns won the division title in 1964 and 1965 and the NFL championship in 1964.




  Rivaling Johnny Unitas as the NFL’s most recognizable figure during that time, Brown clearly established himself as the greatest player in the game, with his size, strength, speed, and incredible balance making him the scourge of defenders throughout the league. Virtually impossible for one man to bring down, the 6'2", 232-pound Brown earned the respect and admiration of even the league’s meanest defenders, with Philadelphia Eagles legendary linebacker Chuck Bednarik saying, “You gang-tackled him. You did everything—give him extra-curriculars—and he’d get up slow, look at you, and walk back to that huddle and wouldn’t say a word, and just come at you again, and again. You’d just say, ‘What the hell! What’s wrong with this guy? For Heaven’s sake, when is he gonna stop carrying the ball? How much more can he take?’”




  Dick Butkus, whose rookie campaign coincided with Brown’s final season, stated, “I played against Jim Brown once when I was with the college All-Stars, and there was talk, and I had heard about Jim Brown, the great Jim Brown, blah, blah, blah. So, I thought, ‘Here’s my shot at getting this legend.’ So, some way or other, my arm got caught under his, and he started rolling the other way, and it hyper-extended my arm, and I’m like, ‘Hey, you son-of-a-bitch!’ And I thought, ‘Damn, this guy is not bad.’”




  Colts Hall of Fame defensive end Gino Marchetti recounted the following scene that took place in the Baltimore locker room one day: “After the game in our locker room, [head coach] Weeb Ewbank says, ‘They think Jim Brown is so good. If they’d have taken that 60-yard run away from him, if they’d have taken that 32-yard run away from him, if they’d have taken that 18-yard run away from him, he wouldn’t have done anything.’ . . . That’s the trouble with a guy like Jim Brown. He always gets those 60-yard runs and those 30-yard runs. That’s what makes Jim Brown what he is.”




  Marchetti then added, “The only thing that I could say about Jim Brown is that he might not have been the best blocker in the world. But who cares about that when you could run and do the things that he could do?”




  Deacon Jones is another Hall of Fame defensive end who had high praise for Brown, saying, “You can’t measure his greatness on yards. But you gotta measure it on impact. What you had to do when you faced him. This is one man, and you couldn’t stop him.”




  The level of dominance that Brown attained caused him to be revered by his teammates, with Bobby Mitchell, who spent four seasons starting alongside him in the Cleveland backfield, claiming, “Until you lined up next to this guy and watched him, time after time, in very tough, crucial situations, make it come out alright for the Cleveland Browns, you can’t fully respect how good he was. If we had the capabilities today to show him from 15 different angles, people would say, ‘That was not a human.’”




  Former Browns owner Art Modell stated, “He did things on a football field that I have never seen since. Did it continually. He’d go against the grain against the Giants and just cut across the field shedding tacklers.”




  Certainly, Brown’s tremendous physique, which he used to dole out almost as much punishment as he received, contributed greatly to the success he experienced on the field, as he suggested when he said, “I had a great body. That was given to me by my mother and father, and by God.”




  Agreeing with his former teammate’s assessment, Paul Warfield stated, “Here was an individual who had a torso that was sculpted, obviously, by God Himself. Jim was perhaps the perfect instrument to run a football. . . . The Creator said, ‘I’m only going to do this one time in a very secial player.’”




  Brown also knew how to use his powerful frame and penetrating stare to intimidate his opponent, creating an aura surrounding him that left everyone believing he had the ability to accomplish almost anything, with Paul Hornung claiming, “I think he’s the only guy who probably could have challenged Ali in his heyday.”




  Meanwhile, Deacon Jones said, “He had the perfect body—built just like a V. He had the perfect body, and he used it. I mean, he could look at you and you’d think he was looking straight through you.”




  Hornung added, “I’ve always felt that Jim Brown’s the only guy I’ve ever known who, at 50 years old, I would have bet he could have gained 1,000 yards in the NFL.”




  In discussing the manner with which Brown carried himself before each contest, Pat Summerall stated, “He warmed up by himself, not with the rest of the team. And we sort of stood with our hands on our hips, watching him warm up. It was almost like Superman or Captain Marvel.”




  An extremely intelligent player, Brown entered each game well prepared for anything that might transpire during the contest, with Paul Warfield saying, “There was more to it than just physical ability. There was a very shrewd, very intimate intellectual approach to everything that he did. So, the combination of physical, as well as mental, preparation was of the essence to him, and he did not slack off on the mental application of it one iota, even though he could have accomplished all the things that he accomplished just from a physical standpoint.”




  Brown also learned how to channel the inner rage he felt over the racial discrimination he encountered to his opponent, stating, “I’ll tell you why I am the way that I am. It doesn’t start on the field. It starts as a person. I was dealing with race since I was born. And in my inner-self, my strength was unbending when it came to accepting that B.S.—racial discrimination. Because I was never going to let anybody make me feel that I was not top shelf. And that was a battle that raged, and I could use a lot of that on the field.”




  Brown’s strong will and belief in himself caused him to share a somewhat uneasy relationship with dictatorial Browns head coach, Paul Brown, with the Hall of Fame running back recalling, “Paul was Julius Caesar. He was a ruler. And I was a very determined person, set in my ways to a certain degree, so we always had a little edge in our relationship.”




  With the differences between the two men worsening by 1962, Brown led a players’ revolt after the team finished just 7-6-1, telling Art Modell at season’s end, “Either Paul Brown goes, or I quit.” Choosing his star running back over his head coach, Modell handed the elder Brown his walking papers prior to the start of the 1963 campaign, replacing him with offensive assistant Blanton Collier, who subsequently led the Browns to the NFL title his second year in charge. Recalling how the change in coaches affected him personally, Brown said, “When Paul left, I went to a different emotional and mental level because I didn’t want people to think that my career was based on Paul Brown. I wanted it so bad that I thought about it all the time. I practiced, I think, harder than I ever did in my life. I got to a level where I could go 80 yards and wouldn’t be tired at all. I had so much under my command that year that that was like putting almost everything you had into football. That was like my life was just that. That year was an awesome kind of experience for me.”




  Posting arguably the finest overall numbers of his career in 1963, Brown earned NFL MVP honors for the third time by leading the league with 1,863 yards rushing, 2,131 yards from scrimmage, and 15 touchdowns, before serving as the central figure on Cleveland’s 1964 NFL championship team, once again topping the circuit in yards rushing (1,446) and yards from scrimmage (1,786). Although the Browns failed to repeat as league champions in 1965, suffering a 23–12 defeat at the hands of the Green Bay Packers in the NFL title game, Brown had another exceptional season, earning NFL MVP honors for the fourth and final time by leading the league with 1,544 yards rushing, 1,872 yards from scrimmage, and 21 touchdowns, with the last figure setting a single-season franchise record that still stands. But, with Brown still at the top of his game, a series of events transpired in the summer of 1966 that prompted him to abruptly announce his retirement at only 30 years of age.




  Due to production delays during the filming of the movie The Dirty Dozen, Brown found his return to the Browns in time for the start of training camp being compromised somewhat. Unhappy with the situation, Art Modell told the media that he intended to fine Brown $1,500 for every week of training camp he missed, releasing a statement that read: “No veteran Browns player has been granted or will be given permission to report late to our training camp at Hiram College—and this includes Jim Brown. Should Jim fail to report to Hiram at check-in time deadline, which is Sunday, July 17, then I will have no alternative but to suspend him without pay. I recognize the complex problems of the motion picture business, having spent several years in the industry. However, in all fairness to everyone connected with the Browns—the coaching staff, the players, and, most important of all, our many faithful fans—I feel compelled to say that I will have to take such action should Jim be absent on July 17.”




  Not one to be given ultimatums, Brown, who had already said that he did not intend to play past 1966, announced his retirement while still on the set of the movie, saying at the time that he wanted to devote more time to his movie career and improving race relations. Looking back on his decision years later, Brown said, “When I quit, I was happy. I had nine good years. I did all the things I wanted to do. I went into movies. I started talking to pretty girls. So, I never looked back.”




  Meanwhile, Modell later admitted in the book When All the World Was Browns Town, that he had perhaps made an error in judgment in dealing with Brown, saying, “I may have acted hastily in 1966. If I had told him to just forget training camp and show up when he could, I think he would have returned. But it wasn’t fair to the coaches and players [for him to miss camp].”




  Expressing the sentiments of every defensive player in the league upon learning of Brown’s decision to call it quits, Deacon Jones recalled, “We were all happy, and anybody who said they weren’t happy had to be on the Cleveland Browns team. But I think all the defensive personnel in the league were very, very delighted that he decided to go into the movie business.”




  Ending his nine-year playing career with 12,312 yards rushing, 262 receptions, 2,499 receiving yards, 14,811 yards from scrimmage, 648 kickoff-return yards, 15,459 all-purpose yards, 106 rushing touchdowns, 126 total touchdowns, and a rushing average of 5.2 yards per carry, Brown retired as the NFL’s all-time leader in rushing yards, rushing touchdowns, total touchdowns, yards from scrimmage, and all-purpose yards. The only player in NFL history to average more than 100 yards per game on the ground for his career, Brown also holds the league record for most rushing titles (eight).




  In summarizing his career, Brown said, “I played nine seasons, and I never missed a game. And I never laid out on the football field. I might not have the greatest ability of everybody, but the one thing that stands out is that, when it was time to play, I was there.”




  Following his playing days, Brown continued his movie career, appearing in nearly 50 feature films and several television shows, while also remaining active in sports for decades as an occasional color analyst for football, boxing, and UFC matches. Brown has also spent the last 15 seasons serving as a special advisor for the Browns, helping to build relationships with the team’s players and assisting with the organization’s various player programs.




  A social activist and strong proponent for the advancement of minorities, Brown helped form the Negro Industrial Economics Union, which began assisting Black-owned businesses during the 1960s. In 1988, Brown created the Amer-I-Can program to turn gang members from destructive to productive members of society. An outspoken critic of the modern African American athlete for what he perceives as a lack of involvement in the Black community, Brown has called individuals such as Charles Barkley, Magic Johnson, and Michael Jordan “basically prima donnas.”




  Yet, despite his greatness on the football field and good intentions off it, Brown has shown through the years a dark side to his persona that has frequently caused him to run afoul of the law. Accused of several violent crimes, primarily against women, Brown has been arrested for allegedly forcing himself on an 18-year-old girl in 1965, throwing a model from a balcony in 1966, beating and raping a woman in 1985, assaulting his fiancée one year later for flirting with another man, and beating up a golfing partner, although, in most cases, he has either been found innocent or had the charges against him dropped. However, after being convicted in 1999 of smashing the window of his wife’s car, Brown had his driver’s license suspended for a year, received a three-year probation sentence, and had to attend special counseling for domestic batterers.




  Nevertheless, Brown remains a football legend more than half a century after he appeared in his last game, even to those men who never saw him perform. After calling Brown “the most dominant player to ever step on any athletic field,” Ray Lewis stated, “When you talk about Bo Jackson, Marcus Allen, Eric Dickerson, Tony Dorsett, Walter Payton, there’s not one trait that they had that he didn’t have.”




  Terrell Davis said, “Jim Brown is the greatest back to ever play. He was a bad man, and not only on the field. Jim Brown, being an activist, had an impact on me as well.”




  In explaining why he considers Brown to be the greatest player in NFL history, Jerry Rice stated, “It’s everything he brought to the game. He didn’t play as long as other running backs, but he had the speed and physicality, and it’s just the way he played the game.”




  Ceding the title of greatest all-time running back to Brown, Emmitt Smith said, “He’s one. [Walter] Payton two. I fall to three.”




  In examining Brown’s place in history, social activist Dr. Harry Edwards suggested, “His principal legacy is going to be what he accomplished as a football player. But Jim Brown was not principally a great football player. Jim Brown was a great man who just also happened to play a great game of football.”




  Kareem Abdul-Jabbar expressed similar sentiments when he said, “Jim Brown really represented achievement for the black community. And he was so good that it didn’t matter what color they were; they had to acknowledge him as the best in his field. And that meant a lot to black Americans in the 60s, when everything that any black person achieved was questioned as to whether it was significant. But there were no question marks about Jim Brown.”




  Preferring to focus on Jim Brown, the football player, former Colts, Steelers, and Redskins defensive back Johnny Sample stated, “Jim Brown’s the greatest running back that has ever breathed.”




  Former Browns teammate Bill Glass took it one step further, proclaiming, “Jim Brown was the greatest player that ever played the game of football.”




  

    CAREER HIGHLIGHTS


  




  Best Season




  There are so many great seasons from which to choose, with the 1958, 1961, 1963, and 1965 campaigns heading the list. But, while any of those seasons would make an excellent choice, I ultimately settled on 1963, since, en route to earning NFL Player of the Year honors and one of his four MVP trophies, Brown led the league in six different categories, establishing career-high marks with 1,863 yards rushing, 2,131 yards from scrimmage, 2,131 all-purpose yards, and an average of 6.4 yards per carry, with his 1,863 yards rushing and 2,131 yards from scrimmage both setting single-season franchise records that still stand.




  
Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  Brown went over 100 yards rushing for the first time in his career during a 21–17 win over the Washington Redskins on November 3, 1957, finishing the game with 21 carries for 109 yards and two touchdowns.




  Brown led Cleveland to a 45–31 victory over the Los Angeles Rams on November 24, 1957, by carrying the ball 31 times for 237 yards and four touchdowns, the longest of which came on a 69-yard run.




  Brown victimized the Rams again in the 1958 regular-season opener, rushing for 171 yards and two touchdowns during a 30–27 Browns win.




  Brown rushed for 129 yards and three touchdowns during a lopsided 45–12 victory over the Steelers on October 5, 1958, with the longest of his TD runs covering 59 yards.




  Brown followed that up by rushing for 182 yards and three touchdowns during a 35–28 win over the Chicago Cardinals on October 12, 1958.




  After rushing for 153 yards and scoring two touchdowns during a 27–10 win over the Steelers the previous week, Brown concluded October 1958 with another fabulous performance on the 26th of the month, gaining 180 yards on the ground and scoring four touchdowns during a 38–24 victory over the Cardinals, with the longest of his TDs coming on a 62-yard run.




  Brown continued to torment the Cardinals on October 4, 1959, rushing for 147 yards and two touchdowns during a 34–7 Browns win.




  Brown defeated the Baltimore Colts almost singlehandedly on November 1, 1959, rushing for 178 yards and five touchdowns during a 38–31 win, scoring one of his TDs on a 70-yard run.




  Brown starred in defeat on October 23, 1960, rushing for 167 yards, amassing 224 yards from scrimmage, and scoring a touchdown on a 71-yard run during a 31–29 loss to the Eagles.




  Brown turned in an extraordinary all-around effort on November 13, 1960, rushing for 173 yards, returning two kickoffs for 55 yards, amassing 237 all-purpose yards, and scoring two touchdowns during a 28–27 victory over the St. Louis Cardinals.




  Brown turned in a similarly impressive performance on December 4, 1960, amassing 252 all-purpose yards and scoring a touchdown during a 27–16 win over the Redskins, with 135 of his yards coming on the ground, 64 through the air, and 53 on special teams.




  Brown topped both those efforts, though, on November 19, 1961, when he rushed for 237 yards, amassed 313 all-purpose yards, and scored four TDs during a 45–24 victory over the Eagles.




  Although Brown gained only 79 yards on the ground during a 38–14 win over the Cardinals on November 18, 1962, he scored four touchdowns, the longest of which came on a 16-yard run.




  Brown followed that up by rushing for 110 yards, making five receptions for 56 yards, and scoring three touchdowns during a 35–14 win over the Steelers, with the longest of his TDs coming on a 34-yard pass from Frank Ryan.




  Brown helped the Browns begin the 1963 campaign on a positive note by rushing for 162 yards, accumulating 262 yards from scrimmage, and scoring three touchdowns during a 27–14 win over the Redskins in the regular-season opener, with one of his TDs coming on an 83-yard catch-and-run and another on an 80-yard run.




  Brown continued his exceptional play in Week 2, carrying the ball 20 times for 232 yards and two touchdowns during a 41–24 victory over the Dallas Cowboys on September 22, 1963, scoring his TDs on runs of 71 and 62 yards.




  Brown helped lead Cleveland to a 35–24 win over the Giants on October 13, 1963, by rushing for 123 yards, amassing 209 yards from scrimmage, and scoring three touchdowns, the longest of which came on a 72-yard catch-and-run.




  Brown starred during a 23–17 win over the Eagles on November 3, 1963, rushing for 223 yards and one touchdown, which came on a 62-yard run.




  Brown contributed to a 20–16 victory over the Cowboys on October 18, 1964, by carrying the ball 26 times for 188 yards.




  Brown proved to be too much for the Lions to handle on November 15, 1964, rushing for 147 yards, gaining another 47 yards on five pass receptions, and scoring two touchdowns during a 37–21 Browns win.




  Brown led Cleveland to a 35–17 victory over the Eagles on October 3, 1965, by rushing for 133 yards and three touchdowns, all of which came on short runs.




  Brown followed that up by gaining 168 yards on the ground and scoring two touchdowns during a 24–19 win over the Steelers on October 9, 1965.




  Brown displayed his entire offensive arsenal during a 38–14 win over the Giants on October 24, 1965, rushing for 177 yards, making three receptions for 18 yards and one touchdown, and throwing a 39-yard TD pass to Gary Collins.




  Brown led Cleveland to a 38–34 victory over Philadelphia on November 7, 1965, by rushing for 131 yards, gaining another 60 yards on five pass receptions, and scoring three touchdowns, the longest of which came on a 32-yard pass from Frank Ryan.




  Brown scored another three touchdowns during a 34–21 win over the Giants on November 14, 1965, also finishing the game with 156 yards rushing.




  Brown contributed to a 42–21 win over the Steelers on November 28, 1965, by rushing for 146 yards and scoring four TDs, the longest of which came on a 27-yard pass from Jim Ninowski.




  Notable Achievements




  

    	Rushed for more than 1,000 yards seven times, topping 1,500 yards on three occasions.




    	Surpassed 40 receptions twice and 500 receiving yards once.




    	Amassed more than 1,500 yards from scrimmage seven times, topping 2,000 yards once.




    	Scored at least 10 touchdowns eight times, topping 20 TDs once.




    	Scored more than 100 points three times.




    	Averaged more than 5 yards per carry five times.




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




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




    	Holds Browns single-season records for most yards rushing (1,863 in 1963), yards from scrimmage (2,131 in 1963), rushing touchdowns (17 twice), touchdowns scored (21 in 1965), and points scored (126 in 1965).




    	Holds Browns career records for most yards rushing (12,312), yards from scrimmage (14,811), all-purpose yards (15,549), rushing touchdowns (106), and touchdowns scored (126).




    	Ranks fourth in franchise history with 756 points scored.




    	Ranks among NFL career leaders in yards rushing (11th), rushing touchdowns (6th), touchdowns scored (10th), and rushing average (5th).




    	Three-time division champion (1957, 1964, and 1965).




    	1964 NFL champion.




    	Four-time NFL MVP (1957, 1958, 1963, and 1965).




    	
1963 Bert Bell Award winner as NFL Player of the Year.




    	Nine-time Pro Bowl selection (1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, and 1965).




    	Eight-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1963, 1964, and 1965).




    	1962 Second-Team All-Pro selection.




    	Nine-time First-Team All–Eastern Conference selection (1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, and 1965).




    	Pro Football Reference All-1960s First Team.




    	NFL 1960s All-Decade Team.




    	Member of NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team.




    	Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.




    	Number one on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.




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




    	#32 retired by Browns.




    	Member of Cleveland Browns Ring of Honor.




    	Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1971.


  









  2




  —   OTTO GRAHAM   —




  An original member of the Browns, Otto Graham spent his entire 10-year professional career in Cleveland, establishing himself during that time as the greatest quarterback of his era. A deadly accurate passer and creative playmaker who also excelled as a runner, Graham earned the nickname “Automatic Otto” for his consistency and toughness, which made him the unquestioned leader of Browns teams that won 10 consecutive division titles and seven league championships. Performing brilliantly in both the AAFC and the NFL, Graham led his league in touchdown passes three times, completion percentage four times, and passing yards and passer rating five times each, with his superb play earning him six league MVP awards, five Pro Bowl nominations, and seven First-Team All-League selections. A member of both the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, Graham received the additional honors of being ranked number seven by the Sporting News on its 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History and number 16 by the NFL Network on that station’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players, having his #14 retired by the Browns, and gaining induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his very first year of eligibility.




  Born in Waukegan, Illinois, on December 6, 1921, Otto Everett Graham Jr. displayed a passion for music and sports while growing up with his three brothers in the Midwest. The son of two schoolteachers who both loved music and encouraged their children to play instruments, Graham, who weighed 14 pounds and 12 ounces at birth, became proficient in violin, cornet, piano, and French horn while attending Waukegan High School, winning the Illinois French horn state championship one year. Successful in his athletic pursuits as well, Graham starred in football, baseball, basketball, and track, earning All-State honors in both football and basketball his senior year.




  Continuing to compete in multiple sports after accepting a basketball scholarship to Northwestern University, Graham excelled as a center fielder on the diamond, served as team captain on the basketball court, and starred as a passing tailback on the gridiron, all while waiting to be called into active duty after enlisting in the Navy following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Particularly outstanding in basketball and football, Graham gained All-America recognition in both sports as a senior in 1943, when he also earned conference MVP honors and a third-place finish in the Heisman Trophy voting by setting a new Big Ten single-season passing record.
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 Otto Graham led the Browns to 10 division titles and seven league championships. Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com




  After obtaining his degree, Graham enrolled in the Navy’s V-5 cadet program, a pilot training course offered at Colgate University in Hamilton, New York, before moving to North Carolina Pre-Flight, where he became cadet regional commander and learned how to quarterback in the new “T” formation (where the QB stood directly behind the center) under Cloudbusters head coach Paul “Bear” Bryant. Once the war ended, Graham spent one season playing for the NBA’s Rochester Royals, before joining the Cleveland Browns in the newly formed All-America Football Conference, spurning in the process the Detroit Lions, who had selected him with the fourth overall pick of the 1944 NFL Draft. Looking back on his decision to play for the Browns, Graham recalled, “I was getting a naval cadet’s pay in World War II when [Paul] Brown came out to the station and offered me a two-year contract at $7,500 per. He also offered me a $1,000 signing bonus and $250 a month for the duration of the war. All I asked was, ‘Where do I sign?’ Old Navy men say I rooted for the war to last forever.”




  Laying claim to the starting quarterback job shortly after he arrived in Cleveland in the spring of 1946, Graham, who had been more of a runner than a passer in college, adapted quickly to coach Brown’s innovative offense, leading the Browns to the AAFC championship for the first of four straight times by topping the circuit with 17 touchdown passes and a passer rating of 112.1, while also finishing second in the league with 1,834 passing yards and a 54.6 pass-completion percentage. Meanwhile, Graham exhibited his superior athletic ability by also performing well on defense and special teams, amassing 129 punt-return yards and recording five interceptions, which he returned for a total of 102 yards and one touchdown. Graham followed that up with three more outstanding seasons, leading the Browns to another three championships by posting the following numbers:







	YEAR

	YDS PASSING

	TD PASSES

	INTS

	COMP. %

	QBR






	1947

	2,753

	25

	11

	60.6

	109.2






	1948

	2,713

	25

	15

	52.0

	85.6






	1949

	2,785

	19

	10

	56.5

	97.5











  Establishing himself as the finest signal-caller in the game, Graham led the AAFC in passing yards all three years, topped the circuit in passer rating twice, and ranked among the leaders in TD passes and completion percentage each season, with his exceptional play earning him First-Team All-AAFC recognition and league MVP honors each season.




  Developing into a superb passer under Paul Brown’s tutelage, Graham, who employed a modified sidearm technique, delivered the ball accurately to his receivers and did an excellent job of taking something off his long passes, with star wide receiver Dante Lavelli recalling, “I used to catch a lot of them one-handed. He had great touch in his hands.”




  In describing himself as a passer, Graham said, “I could throw hard if I had to, I could lay it up, I could drill the sideline pass. . . . I could throw a pass to a spot as well as anyone who ever lived—But that’s a God-given talent. I could never stand back and flick the ball 60 yards downfield with my wrists like Dan Marino does.”




  However, the 6'1", 200-pound Graham proved to be far more mobile than Marino, using the skills he learned on the basketball court to excel at spinning and moving in the pocket, with Don Shula, who grew up right outside Cleveland rooting for the Browns, noting years later, “Otto was a guy that had great athletic ability. He was a running back at Northwestern. Paul Brown made him into a quarterback. When the pass broke down and he didn’t have anybody open, he could always take off and run with it and be a great runner with the ball. And then, along with that, he was just a prolific passer—a guy that was uncanny as far as his accuracy throwing the ball. He just had such great ability, and he was just very relaxed with the way he handled the great ability that he had.”




  Agreeing somewhat with Shula’s last statement, Graham said, “My personality was such that I think I was always kind of cool under pressure. But I’ve always said that you have to have the confidence that you will do good, but, at the same time, inside have the fear that you might fail.”




  Graham then revealed how his fear of failure affected him before each contest, disclosing, “Before we played every game, I could never digest the pre-game meal. I would have a couple of oranges and apples, but the food itself, I couldn’t eat. I was just too nervous. My stomach was turning over and over and over.”




  Continuing to perform at an elite level after the Browns joined the NFL in 1950, Graham led the team to its fifth straight league championship by throwing for 1,943 yards and 14 touchdowns, completing 54.2 percent of his passes, and running for a team-high six touchdowns, earning in the process the first of his five consecutive Pro Bowl nominations. Although the Browns failed to capture the title in any of the next three seasons, Graham earned First-Team All-Pro and NFL MVP honors in both 1951 and 1953 by leading his team to a composite regular-season record of 21-2 those two years. Particularly outstanding in 1953, Graham led all NFL quarterbacks with 2,722 yards passing, a career-high 64.7 pass-completion percentage, and a passer rating of 99.7.




  Helping to shift the emphasis in football from running to passing, Graham once said, “What I loved was that we were a passing team in an era of the run.”




  Nevertheless, Graham often had to subjugate his ego to maintain a good working relationship with Paul Brown, who insisted on calling all the plays from the sideline. In discussing how he ceded full authority to Brown, Graham told Paul Zimmerman of Sports Illustrated in 1998, “On the Browns, there was room for only one ego, and it wasn’t mine. I never criticized the coach. He was the admiral, the general, the CEO.”




  Providing further insight into his relationship with Brown during an interview with sportswriter Mickey Herskowitz one year later, Graham said, “We had the greatest coach in the game and an esprit de corps you find very seldom on a football team today. It didn’t matter who got the credit, who made the headlines, who scored. . . . Paul Brown was just light-years ahead of everybody. I’m grateful I got to play under him. I learned a lot about football, about organization, about life. There were times when I hated his guts. I could have killed him. Other times, I felt something close to love.”




  Graham remained with the Browns for two more years, guiding them to the NFL title in both 1954 and 1955, with his strong play and outstanding leadership earning him First-Team All-Pro honors both years and league MVP honors in 1955, when he threw for 15 touchdowns, ran for six others, and topped the circuit with a pass-completion percentage of 53.0 and a passer rating of 94.0. But, after leading the Browns to a convincing 38–14 victory over the Los Angeles Rams in the 1955 NFL championship game, Graham announced his retirement, ending his career with 23,584 passing yards, 174 touchdown passes, 135 interceptions, 882 rushing yards, 44 rushing touchdowns, a pass-completion percentage of 55.8, a passer rating of 86.6, and a winning percentage of .810 as a starter that ranks as the best in NFL history.




  Following his playing days, Graham began a career in coaching, where he adopted many of Brown’s techniques, later saying, “I found myself doing and saying the same things that used to make me so mad at him.”




  In addition to coaching the Collegiate All-Stars for many years in their annual game against the defending NFL champions, Graham served as athletic director and head football coach for the US Coast Guard Academy for seven seasons, before coaching the Washington Redskins for three years. After being relieved of his duties in Washington, Graham returned to the Coast Guard Academy, where he spent the next 16 years serving as athletic director, before retiring from football in 1984.




  Relocating to Sarasota, Florida, Graham spent most of his time playing golf and tennis, before serious health issues forced him to adopt a more sedentary lifestyle. Diagnosed as being in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease in 2001, Graham died two years later of a heart aneurysm, passing away at the age of 82 on December 17, 2003.




  In discussing Graham’s impact on the game of football some years earlier, NFL writer Mike Tanier stated, “Modern quarterbacking dates back to what Otto Graham did with those Browns. He was the first guy to take drop-backs and to be throwing to wide receivers who are running pattern combinations to get open.”




  Meanwhile, Don Shula expressed his admiration for Graham when he said, “Otto certainly has to be one of the best of all time. All you gotta do is look at his accomplishments. I mean, you go and look at Otto’s record, and all he ever did was win championships. And how else do you judge a quarterback. Every season that he lined up the Browns were in a championship game. It’s hard to pick anybody better.”




  Paul Brown also had high praise for his longtime signal-caller, stating, “Otto was my greatest player. He had the finest peripheral vision I had ever seen, and that is a big factor in a quarterback. He was a tremendous play-maker. He had unusual eye-and-hand coordination, and he was bigger and faster than you thought.”




  Brown added, “Otto was really the greatest of all the players. No man ever took a team into the final game of the season as many times as he did. . . . The test of a quarterback is where his team finishes. By that standard, Otto Graham was the best of all time.”




  

    CAREER HIGHLIGHTS


  




  Best Season




  Graham had several superb seasons for the Browns, performing especially well from 1947 to 1949, and in 1953. Earning NFL MVP honors in the last of those campaigns, Graham led the league with 2,722 yards passing, a 64.7 pass-completion percentage, and a passer rating of 99.7. However, he completed just 11 touchdown passes and threw nine interceptions. Furthermore, the Browns failed to win the NFL championship. On the other hand, Cleveland captured the AAFC title in 1947, 1948, and 1949, with Graham gaining First-Team All-League recognition each year. That being the case, we’ll go with 1947, a season in which Graham led the AAFC with 2,753 yards passing, 25 touchdown passes, a pass-completion percentage of 60.6, and a passer rating of 109.2, while also throwing just 11 interceptions.




  Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  Graham threw the first touchdown pass of his career during a 44–0 rout of the Miami Seahawks in the 1946 regular-season opener when he connected with Dante Lavelli from 39 yards out.




  Graham led the Browns to a lopsided 51–14 victory over the Chicago Rockets on November 17, 1946, by completing 7 of 16 pass attempts for 131 yards and four touchdowns, hooking up twice each with Dante Lavelli and Mac Speedie.




  Graham scored the first points of a 34–0 win over the Miami Seahawks on December 3, 1946, when he returned an interception 37 yards for a touchdown.




  Graham led the Browns to a 14–9 win over the New York Yankees in the 1946 AAFC championship game by intercepting a pass on defense and throwing for 213 yards and one touchdown, which came on a 16-yard pass to Dante Lavelli.




  Graham directed the Browns to a 14–7 win over the San Francisco 49ers on October 26, 1947, by passing for 293 yards and two touchdowns, the longest of which went 42 yards to Mac Speedie.




  Graham followed that up by throwing for 274 yards and three TDs during a 28–7 victory over the Buffalo Bills on November 2, 1947, collaborating with Speedie on a 99-yard scoring play.




  Graham led the Browns to a 37–14 win over the 49ers on November 16, 1947, by passing for 301 yards and three touchdowns, all of which went to Dante Lavelli.




  Graham made good use of both his arm and his legs during a 28–17 victory over the Chicago Rockets on September 17, 1948, running 12 yards for one touchdown and hooking up with Bob Cowan on scoring plays that covered 39 and 40 yards.




  Graham had a huge game against the New York Yankees on October 24, 1948, running 22 yards for one score and throwing for 310 yards and four touchdowns during a 35–7 Browns win, with the longest of his TD passes going 63 yards to Bob Cowan.




  Graham threw another four touchdown passes during a 31–28 win over the 49ers on November 28, 1948, with his longest TD pass of the day being a 41-yard connection with Dante Lavelli.




  Graham performed brilliantly during the latter stages of a 28–28 tie with the Buffalo Bills in the 1949 regular-season opener, bringing the Browns back from a 28–7 deficit by throwing three fourth-quarter touch-down passes, delivering the last of those in the closing moments. Graham finished the game with 330 yards passing and four TD passes.




  Graham led the Browns to a 42–7 rout of the Los Angeles Dons on October 2, 1949, by throwing for 325 yards and four TDs, the longest of which came on a 74-yard hookup with Bill Boedeker.




  Graham victimized the Dons again two weeks later, passing for 362 yards and a career-high six touchdowns during a 61–14 Browns win on October 14, 1949, connecting four times with Dante Lavelli and once each with Dub Jones and Mac Speedie.




  Graham led the Browns to a 31–0 win over the New York Yankees on November 20, 1949, by throwing for 382 yards and one touchdown, which came on a 23-yard pass to Bill Boedeker.




  Although Graham threw two interceptions during a 31–21 win over the Buffalo Bills in the divisional round of the 1949 AAFC playoffs, he also passed for 326 yards and two touchdowns, collaborating with Dante Lavelli and Dub Jones on scoring plays of 51 and 49 yards.




  Graham excelled in his first NFL game, running for one score and throwing for 346 yards and three touchdowns during a 35–10 victory over the Philadelphia Eagles in the 1950 regular-season opener that he later called “the highlight of my whole career.”




  Graham also performed extremely well in the final game of the 1950 regular season, completing 23 of 32 passes for 321 yards and four touch-downs during a 45–21 drubbing of the Redskins.




  Graham subsequently led the Browns to a 30–28 win over the Los Angeles Rams in the 1950 NFL championship game by throwing for 298 yards and four touchdowns, hooking up twice with Dante Lavelli and once each with Dub Jones and Rex Bumgardner.




  Graham led the Browns to a 49–7 thrashing of the Eagles on October 19, 1952, by passing for 290 yards and four touchdowns, which included a 47-yard strike to Pete Brewster and a 63-yard connection with Dub Jones.




  In addition to throwing for 292 yards during a 27–0 win over the Packers in the opening game of the 1953 regular season, Graham scored a pair of touchdowns on short runs.




  Graham followed that up by passing for 310 yards and three touch-downs during a 27–7 victory over the Chicago Cardinals on October 4, 1953.




  Graham led the Browns to a lopsided 56–10 victory over the Detroit Lions in the 1954 NFL championship game by running for three touch-downs and throwing for three others.




  Graham starred again in the 1955 NFL championship game, running for two scores and passing for two others, in leading the Browns to a 38–14 win over the Los Angeles Rams.




  Notable Achievements




  

    	Passed for more than 2,500 yards five times.




    	Threw more than 20 touchdown passes three times.




    	Completed more than 60 percent of passes twice.




    	Posted touchdown-to-interception ratio of better than 2–1 twice.




    	Posted passer rating above 90.0 five times, finishing with mark above 100.0 twice.




    	Led league in passing yards five times, touchdown passes three times, completion percentage four times, and passer rating five times.




    	Finished second in league in passing yards twice, touchdown passes three times, and completion percentage three times.




    	Holds Browns career record for most touchdown passes (174).




    	Ranks among Browns career leaders with 1,464 pass completions (3rd), 23,584 yards passing (2nd), passer rating of 86.6 (6th—minimum 100 attempts), 44 rushing touchdowns (5th), and 46 touchdowns (10th).




    	Holds NFL career record for most yards per pass attempt (9.0).




    	Ten-time division champion (1946, 1947, 1948, 1949, 1950, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, and 1955).




    	Four-time AAFC champion (1946, 1947, 1948, and 1949).




    	Three-time NFL champion (1950, 1954, and 1955).




    	1955 Hickock Belt Award winner as Professional Athlete of the Year.




    	Three-time AAFC MVP (1947, 1948, and 1949).




    	Three-time NFL MVP (1951, 1953, and 1955).




    	Five-time Pro Bowl selection (1950, 1951, 1952, 1953, and 1954).




    	Three-time First-Team All-AAFC selection (1947, 1948, and 1949).
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