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For Sherry—my favorite Burrito Buggy-loving Bobcat,
and the big sister I never had.


“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real, too.
They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.”
—Stephen King


Preface and Acknowledgments

Dayton, Ohio, is a lot like Berlin.

That’s almost certainly the first time that statement has ever been made, but stick with me.

As America has learned time and again, in the political landscape, Ohio is what’s charmingly referred to as a “battleground state.” And understandably so. It’s a demographic goulash that seems to serve as a microcosm of American culture, containing most, if not all, of its primary socioeconomic components. Consequently, every few years, Ohio is napalmed with “And I Approved This Message” ads in the endless weeks that ultimately nose-dive into yet another bitter, exhausting election.

While politicos have been unapologetically trolling Ohio for the past several decades, the Gem City of Dayton has been a similar type of battleground for nearly as long. Not in terms of politics, but, rather, in the realm of professional football.

It’s the point on the map at which two kingdoms of fanhood collide head-on—where Cleveland Browns Country meets Cincinnati Bengals Nation.

Geographically, it doesn’t feel like the logical place for such an intersection. Barely fifty miles from downtown Cincinnati, Dayton seems like it should be solidly in the Bengals’ column. But Dayton has always maintained a bedrock foundation of old-school Browns fans who rooted for the team—and Paul Brown—long before the Bengals were even a tiger-striped glint in Brown’s eye. They passed that loyalty on to their progeny, who then passed it on to theirs, even as the Bengals became more established and their fan base grew around them. Even now, multiple generations later, the Browns have a strong enough presence in Dayton to keep the city’s overall allegiance too close to call.

It certainly isn’t the only place in Ohio where you’ll see Hatfield/McCoy tendencies at gameday bars, but it’s undoubtedly the capital of the Browns-Bengals rivalry and the junction point of a half century of hard feelings. Not unlike Berlin in the aftermath of World War II—where the political philosophies of East Germany and West Germany T-boned each other and set the geopolitical tone for the next four decades.

This is where I grew up—Dayton, that is, not Berlin. That would have been a very different book.

The son of native Clevelanders, I inherited my interest in Northeast Ohio sports and the Browns from my parents. And while Dayton was (and is) a relatively safe haven for a Cleveland sports fan, I still found myself regularly on the defensive for my football fandom choice.

Walking into school on autumn Monday mornings in the late 1980s, for instance, was often like trying to casually stroll across the 38th parallel. Depending on whom I saw and how Sunday’s games went, I might be in for a verbal assault from my Who Dey brothers and sisters or take part in a jubilant barking frenzy with fellow Browns backers at any given moment.

And for me, this wasn’t just a matter of catching the final scores Sunday evening or the box scores on Monday morning. Living right on the edge (physically and psychologically) of the Cincinnati television market, I was exposed to more Bengals football than any young Browns follower probably ever should have been. Back in the Mesozoic Era before DirecTV’s Sunday Ticket, football television options were extremely limited. So when I wasn’t watching the Browns, I pretty much had no other choice but to watch the archnemesis Bengals.

Consequently, a football version of Stockholm syndrome began to develop. Even when the Browns weren’t playing, I’d feel an urge—a need, really—to watch the Bengals. And even now, I can’t entirely explain why. While this exposure certainly didn’t result in my actually rooting for the Bengals, it did inadvertently nurture a unique respect for them and their history. And, much later, a genuine understanding that both of these teams and their respective fan bases formed less a rivalry than a strange, tense family bond. Like a perpetually awkward holiday dinner that lasted four months every year. All stemming back to the man who, in essence, created both franchises.

In other words, my Dayton-as-Berlin childhood backdrop wound up putting me in a uniquely advantageous position to straddle these two worlds and tell a story that deeply affected both of them. And it’s a doozy—for my money, the greatest ghost story in NFL history.

This is a Shirley Jackson-style haunting of not one franchise, but two, by arguably the most important figure in the history of pro football. In a league in which going from worst to first in one year is almost as common as a ligament sprain—and as the number of teams that have never won the Super Bowl keeps shrinking around them—for two separate teams connected by the same bloodline to be perpetually denied good fortune in such dramatic, yet different, ways under such consistently suspicious circumstances demands further investigation.

The book you’re about to read sets out to do exactly that. We’ll tiptoe into this haunted house together and try to solve the mystery of why these once-proud franchises can’t seem to shake the specter that follows them like a shadow in a cemetery. In between the billowing curtains along the long, dark hallways, we’ll examine portraits on the wall of the characters who defined—and, in some cases, defiled—the history of these teams. We’ll enter dusty rooms and uncover old stories that explain the deep, fraternal connection between the Browns and Bengals and illustrate how this bond first shaped them and still continues to. We’ll blow the cobwebs off some amazing encounters between these two teams … and a few genuinely dreadful ones. And while we’ll discover spooky details and truly horrific episodes throughout, just like Scooby-Doo and Shaggy in their paranormal adventures, I think we’ll have fun along the way.

I know I had a dabba-doo time putting this thing together. And like with any such journey, I couldn’t have done it alone. I have to thank Julie Ganz from Skyhorse Publishing for believing in this crazy idea and then helping shepherd it into reality, along with all the gang at Sports Publishing, Inc. Also, shout-outs to all who offered encouragement and advice, especially good friends Seth Shaner, Roger Gordon, and Todd Stinchcomb, who each provided valuable insight and corrections along with much-needed enthusiasm. And special thanks to Kathryn “K-Nasty” Nesterov for her keen advice on design—and for teaching me that sometimes we speak in colors.

As always, the Ohio History Center’s amazing archives and library in Columbus proved invaluable for the research that forms the backbone of the book. There are only a few places in this world at which I really feel at home, and—strange as it may sound—that’s one of them.

And where would I be without the love, support, comradeship, and fart jokes provided by my two goofball sons, Zachary and Jacob, who keep things funny and messy and generally prevent me from sinking into my own head. Thanks, fellas … now put down your electronics and go read a book.

Speaking of encouragement, I also have to thank my wonderful and always-smarter sister Jeannine (who, coincidentally, has Cincinnati in the palm of her hand) and her rock-star family: Mike, Carter, and Evelyn—explaining clambakes to southwestern Ohio since 2006.

And of course, there are my parents, who continue to show everyone around them what true north is. My mom, for her ability to fix anything, including (and especially) people’s lives. And my dad, for, among many other things, all the times when he’d climb up onto the roof to point the TV antenna toward Columbus to catch a fuzzy reception of the Browns game when all that was on was the Bengals. Then coming back down and watching it with me.

From those childhood days in Dayton right up to today, it’s been a pretty good life—ghosts and all.


Prologue:

August 5, 1991

For football fans, August is like Christmastime.

As the back-to-school sales pop up like afternoon thunderstorms, football teams begin to gather on the heat-singed grass of practice fields in mesh jerseys and shorts to begin preparing for a new season.

It’s one of the first signs that summer’s vice-like grip is waning and that the bright color and cool days of autumn are just over the horizon. And through these hot, muggy afternoons, fans begin counting the days until the games—at each point of the triad of organized levels—finally begin. Optimism and excitement run rampant, and even for teams and fans with no real competitive hopes, just the return of football seems to satisfyingly scratch a six-month itch.

It is, therefore, only appropriate that the father of modern football shuffled off this mortal coil at precisely this time of year. He left a world revving up for a new season, whetting its insatiable appetite for the game he’d helped weave into the fabric of the culture and mold into a generational touchstone.

At 4:20 a.m. on Monday, August 5, 1991, at his home in the Cincinnati suburb of Indian Hill, Paul Brown died of complications from pneumonia. Considering the menagerie of health problems the eighty-two-year-old had endured over the previous year, it didn’t come as a huge surprise. He’d been hospitalized the previous December with a blood clot in his leg, then came down with pneumonia in May and, over the next three months, would fight a losing battle.

Along with the medical prognoses, there were other signs that all was not right with this man who’d remained dedicated to the game for better than sixty years. He’d missed the NFL owners meetings in March and hadn’t been able to attend training camp practices that summer. Even more telling, the previous October, he hadn’t made the trip for a much-anticipated Monday-night game between the Cincinnati Bengals and Cleveland Browns—the two teams he’d essentially created.

August 5 would be the twenty-third day of training camp for the Browns—whom Paul Brown had constructed in 1946—and the nineteenth day of camp for the Bengals—whom he’d created in 1968. In the decades that followed, both teams had enjoyed much success and had established themselves as two respected franchises in the National Football League. And both considered Paul Brown their George Washington.

The NFL itself owed a considerable debt to Paul Brown. True, it had been founded thirty years before Brown became a part of it, but the vast majority of its success branched from his arrival and the way his techniques and philosophies changed the game. Even today, as pro football nears its centennial, its history can be clearly designated into two parts: before Paul Brown and after.

Before, it was the Wild West, only not quite as civilized. Teams were largely unorganized and undisciplined, and games were aboriginal cacophonies of random violence. After, they were symphonies, carefully structured and plotted out, each play mirroring a military action, with a week’s worth of preparation and thought contained within. In the blink of an eye, football became an exercise in precision that made it far more entertaining and appealing to mass audiences—and, not for nothing, one that would eventually fit perfectly within the frame of a television screen. “Paul Brown didn’t invent the game of football,” Sport Magazine declared five years before he died. “He was just the first to take it seriously.”

Even his death was businesslike and efficient. Thinking ahead, he’d instructed Sam Wyche, head coach of the Bengals, not to disrupt the team’s training camp were Brown to take a turn for the worse. And sure enough, after a few emotional words to the team the morning Brown passed, Bengals practice went on as scheduled. There would be no commemorative patches on the uniforms, no arm bands on their sleeves. Even the nominal transition of power was silent and smooth: as he’d been groomed to do for years, son Mike would take over the mantle of team owner. The only indication that anything was different were the letters “PB” on Boomer Esiason’s helmet, which the quarterback had penned in black magic marker in between the signature stripes that Brown himself had selected as a design concept ten years before.

Ironically, there was more pomp and circumstance in Cleveland than Cincinnati. That evening, Cleveland Municipal Stadium—where Brown had begun his NFL career one month short of forty-five years before—observed a moment of silence before a Browns exhibition game.

As the news broke that Monday morning, the city of Massillon, where the Paul Brown Story truly began, snapped to action. City officials contacted the American Legion to ask about the proper procedure for requesting permission to lower the city’s flags in respect. When told only the governor or the president of the United States could authorize such an action, a call was made to Columbus. Permission was quickly granted, and, by afternoon, every flag in the city was at half-staff.

His funeral in Massillon two days later drew the type of gathering you’d generally only see at the annual Pro Football Hall of Fame induction up State Route 30 in Canton. Legendary coaches and players all came to pay their respects, and the tiny church overflowed with people, with hundreds more gathered outside and across the street.

The NFL’s current and past commissioners sat side by side. His pallbearers—each a former player, almost perfectly personifying the different chapters of Brown’s coaching career—gathered near the front. And in the fifth row sat the enigmatic, silver-haired showman who’d nearly ended Paul Brown’s career and ultimately became the Moriarty to his Sherlock—or, perhaps a better analogy, the Bernardo to Brown’s Riff. Understandably, following years of vitriol between the pair, after he’d heard the news, Art Modell didn’t call the Brown family to offer his condolences, feeling it would be inappropriate. Nor was he sure if he’d attend the funeral. But attend he did and then—true to form—denied ever hesitating in the first place.

The brevity of the service itself was a fitting tribute to Brown. No choir. No eulogy. No heartfelt speeches. In and out in eighteen minutes flat. Not for the last time, it was as if Paul Brown were speaking from beyond the grave: Back to business, everybody. No big deal. “All of us are important,” Brown used to like to say, “but none of us are necessary.”

Sage words of wisdom that are generally true. But for pro football to succeed and become the corporate behemoth it is today, Paul Brown was indeed necessary. Without him, NFL history would have unfolded dramatically different, perhaps with it not becoming its own billion-dollar industry that claimed ownership of every Sunday six months of the year.

And certainly, neither the Cleveland Browns nor Cincinnati Bengals would ever have existed without Paul Brown. Just like any death of a father, his passing brought on a time of reflection for the sons—bookended by a sense of anxiety as to what would come next.

The Bengals, for whom Paul Brown remained the face and driving force behind until the day he died, said there was nothing to fear. The public, the remaining oracles of the front office insisted, would notice little if any change in the Bengals organization, on the field and off.

But, of course, there would be.

Even the Browns, to whom Paul Brown had not been connected for nearly three decades, would feel the ground move beneath their feet. Perhaps not immediately, but dramatically and permanently.

For both of these franchises, at the dawn of the bright promise of a new season, there were dark thunderheads on the horizon.

A storm was on its way.


1

Beginnings and Endings

1944–1969

On that bright summer morning in 1991 when Paul Brown was laid to rest, neither the Cleveland Browns nor the Cincinnati Bengals was known as an NFL powerhouse. But they were highly respected teams that had enjoyed more than their fair share of success.

Combined, they’d made thirty-three postseason appearances, including thirteen trips to the NFL’s title game. Things had really gotten cooking over the previous decade, with the Browns and Bengals piling up eleven trips to the playoffs in eleven years, with seven division titles, five appearances in the American Football Conference Championship, and a pair of Super Bowl trips. They’d never been more consistent or more respected.

In a heartbeat, that all changed.

August 5, 1991, became a demarcation line in both teams’ histories, one that’s difficult to believe or comprehend. By all appearances, when Paul Brown died, he took a good part of the two NFL teams he helped create with him.

Consider each franchise’s all-time records, before and after:

Before Paul Brown’s death:

Bengals     171–168–1 (.504)

Browns     385–226–13 (.627)

After Paul Brown’s death:

Bengals     180–249–3 (.420)

Browns     124–260 (.323)

That’s a drop of nearly ten percentage points for the Bengals and a whopping thirty for the Browns. Put another way, before Paul Brown left us, the typical Bengals season ended with an 8–8 record. Afterward, it was 6–10. For the Browns, the dichotomy was even more dramatic: 10–6 to 5–11.

Compared to the teams’ relatively heady accomplishments prior to August 5, 1991, in the forty-plus combined seasons between the teams since, the Browns and Bengals have reached the postseason nine times in total—meaning, on average, one of the two teams would make the playoffs just once every five to six years. And of those nine appearances, only once has one of Paul Brown’s former teams managed a victory: the Browns on New Year’s Day 1995. Since then, the Browns have played in a grand total of one postseason game (losing it, naturally), while the Bengals have lost all seven playoff games they’ve played, including four on their home field. Worse still for both teams, four of those nine combined postseason losses have come to the mutually despised Pittsburgh Steelers.

A logical person would attempt to pass this off as mere coincidence. Surely it must simply be a combination of unrelated factors that have led to such a drastic hairpin turn for both franchises. And it’s just coincidence that it happened to coincide with the passing of Paul Brown.

But how can you explain the same comedy of errors played out over nearly three decades by a multitude of casts of characters? Playing in different stadiums, with different players and different coaches, under the direction of different front offices, and even under the thumb of different owners, they’ve continually fallen prey to the same fate. Sometimes crushing, often comic.

When does a parade of coincidences cease to be coincidence? When do you stop trying to rationally explain the inexplicable? When do you begin to think that what’s troubling these teams can’t be fixed by standard procedures?

At what point do you consider the possibility that Paul Brown is haunting the two teams he created?

The year before Paul Brown died, the Bengals won the AFC Central Division for the second time in three years and cruised to a blowout win in a first-round playoff game.

The year he died, they dropped to 3–13, the worst mark in team history, and would not post a winning record for an incredible fourteen straight seasons—topped only by the New Orleans Saints’ first twenty seasons as the worst stretch in league history.

The parallel to the Browns’ downfall is even creepier. The day that Paul Brown died, a new head coach marched onto the sideline in Cleveland for the very first time. This marked the beginning of the five most unpleasant—some might even say “horrific”—years for any team in Cleveland sports history. And when they were over, the team ceased to exist.

Were it just one team that entered a rough patch, perhaps it could be explained away and passed off as coincidental timing. But both? And starting literally the very day that their mutual patriarch died?

The Cleveland Browns and Cincinnati Bengals didn’t die on August 5, 1991. Today, they’re very much alive—if not always well—and each autumn Sunday, they take the field before large crowds in crystalline football palaces.

But in the years that have followed the death of their creator—for one, its namesake, for the other, its founder—they’ve seemingly never recovered. It seems their souls died along with him, and they’ve spent decades trying to get them back.

***

In a way, it’s almost biblical.

The Cleveland Browns and the Cincinnati Bengals are Isaac and Ishmael, sired by the same father but then set off to form completely separate, competing cultures. Only instead of Jews and Muslims, we have the Dawg Pound and the Jungle.

Indeed, Paul Brown is the Abraham of football in the gridiron-bonkers state of Ohio. And not just at the professional level. He essentially put the state on the map at each stage of the game over an epic sixty-year career.

His first job was at tiny Severn Prep in Maryland, where he won sixteen of eighteen games in two seasons. But his career truly began in 1932, when he was named the head football coach at Massillon High School, his alma mater. He took over a program that had managed just a single victory the year before he arrived and promptly turned it into a national powerhouse. After completing a 5–4–1 record in Brown’s first season, the Tigers jumped to 8–2 in his second, 9–1 in his third, and then lost just one game over the next six years as Massillon won five state titles and became the high school football capital of America. A mammoth new football stadium was constructed in 1937 and still stands today as a monument to what Brown built in Massillon. By 1940, the Tigers were drawing an average of 18,000 fans to their games in a town that consisted of 26,000 people.

When Ohio State University’s head coaching position opened up that year, a groundswell of coaches and fans recommended Brown as the Buckeyes’ next leader. He was hired and, at the age of thirty-three, became the youngest coach in the history of what’s now known as the Big Ten. Just like at Massillon, he immediately improved the Buckeyes’ fortunes, winning six of eight games in 1941, followed by a 9–1 record and OSU’s first national championship in 1942.

After a letdown season in 1943, with the US embroiled in World War II, Brown was commissioned as a naval officer at the Great Lakes Naval Training Station. There, he served as the coach of a football team made up of recruits that would play colleges and other service teams. It was a temporary gig for Brown, who’d intended to return to Ohio State once the war was over and build a college football dynasty in Columbus. Instead, in a surprising plot twist, he wound up creating modern professional football.

Arch Ward, a Chicago newspaper columnist, approached Brown with an offer. Ward, best known for creating baseball’s All-Star Game a decade before, was launching a professional football league to rival the established NFL. Knowing Brown’s reputation as a coach, particularly in Ohio, Ward wanted him to lead the team that would play in Cleveland.

Brown was wary at first, subscribing to the general perception of the time that the professional game wasn’t real football and that the college game was more appealing. But when Ohio State was lukewarm about him returning and the offer became too good to refuse, he decided to make what he himself called a “rash move.” He signed a lucrative five-year contract with this newfangled football enterprise—which included a percentage of ownership of the team—nineteen months before it would play its first game.

Still stationed at Great Lakes for another year, Brown remotely oversaw construction of the early components of the fledging franchise. Step one was to name the team. The Cleveland Plain Dealer held a write-in contest in which fans would enter suggestions. Whoever submitted the winning entry would win a $1,000 war bond. The paper received more than 8,000 entries, and “Panthers” was selected in June of 1945.

Two months later, a gentleman came to team owner Arthur McBride and explained that he’d owned a semipro team called the Cleveland Panthers in the 1930s and that the name belonged to him. The legend is that when Brown discovered there’d been an unsuccessful football team by that name, he ordered that a new name be cooked up because he didn’t want there to be any association with a loser. In reality, the owner of the original Panthers demanded that the new team pay him several thousand dollars for permission to use the name. Brown and McBride said no, and another write-in contest was held. This time, several fans suggested an homage to their new coach who, though just thirty-seven years old, was already a legend.

So on August 14, 1945—the same day Japan surrendered to end World War II—the team was officially named the Cleveland Browns. Still a year away from taking the field, with Brown as the headliner, they were already the biggest show in town. So much so that the NFL’s Cleveland Rams, who’d struggled to build a fan base in their nine years of existence, skedaddled to Los Angeles the following January—just weeks after winning the league championship.

Over the next year, Brown built his team. There was no draft, no player personnel director, no scouting department. He contacted several players he’d either coached or coached against over the years and offered them contracts. He won over Northwestern star quarterback Otto Graham, convincing him to sign a contract with the Browns rather than the Detroit Lions, who’d selected him in the NFL draft. He signed Lou Groza and Lin Houston before they returned from the war. He welcomed a handful of Rams players who didn’t want to move to Los Angeles and won a court case that freed them from their contracts. Most significantly, more interested in winning than he was in conforming to certain practices of much of pro sports of the day, Brown had no issue with signing black players, and he brought in stars like Bill Willis, Marion Motley, and Horace Gillom.

Employing a robust staff of six assistants—three times what most teams had and the first staff to work year-round—Brown instilled aspects of the game that today are as accepted as yard lines and goalposts. Showing and discussing films of the previous game with players. Personality and intelligence tests. Studying opponents’ game films. Fines for being late to practice and lost playbooks. Classroom-like preparation for each game. Football was a business, and Paul Brown was a cold and calculating CEO.

Brown and his Browns were ahead of the curve in pro football and light years ahead of the wobbly AAFC. Over the next four seasons, the Browns only lost four of their fifty-four games, rolling to four consecutive league titles and a level of dominance that actually accelerated the AAFC’s demise. When the league folded after the 1949 season, the Browns were one of three AAFC teams that were enveloped into the NFL. Most expected Brown to get his comeuppance at the grown-ups table, but essentially nothing changed. His team cruised to a 10–2 record, avenged its only two defeats with a playoff victory over the New York Giants, then won a dramatic—and symbolic—championship game over the Rams, who’d fled Cleveland in the wake of the Browns’ arrival five years before.

Several of the faces changed, but the Browns remained a powerhouse, reaching the NFL Championship Game in each of their first six seasons in the NFL, winning back-to-back crowns in 1954 and 1955. But when Otto Graham retired after the ’55 season, the Browns dipped a bit and never truly returned to the same level of dominance. The drafting of Syracuse running back Jim Brown the following year kept the Browns near the top of the standings, but after a blowout loss to Detroit in the 1957 title game and an ugly playoff defeat to New York in 1958, they would never again reach the postseason under Paul Brown.

Over the next four years, Brown, once heralded as a genius, began to be labeled as an out-of-touch relic. He seemed to have lost his knack for identifying talent, reflected by his trading away a handful of linemen who would anchor the defensive line that would lead the Green Bay Packers to a dynasty of their own in the 1960s. He passed on signing Johnny Unitas and released future Hall of Fame quarterback Len Dawson after minimal use in two seasons.

His harsh treatment of and comments to players—which may have been considered effective while winning championships—now generated resentment and fear. A player would return to the sideline after making a mistake and see Brown’s stony gaze, as he snarled things like, “Don’t tell me that’s how the great ones do it,” and, “Where are you going to work next year?”

Those methods had obviously worked over the years. But times, players, and the game itself were changing. As writer George Cantor put it in his book Paul Brown: The Man Who Invented Modern Football, Brown had become “a big band kind of guy in a rock ‘n’ roll world.”

The Browns finished just above .500 and never genuinely challenged for a conference crown from 1959 through 1962. It wasn’t that the Browns were bad, they just weren’t living up to the lofty standards they’d set for themselves. Which likely would have been tolerable under any of the previous regimes of ownership Brown had worked with. But in 1961, a slick New York advertising man bought the team.

And here is where things got interesting.

***

“I’m buying it,” Art Modell told Paul Brown, “because of you.”

When Modell purchased the Browns for $4 million in January 1961, nobody knew who he was. And neither Brown nor anyone else could have possibly known what impact he would have on the coach, the team, and the NFL itself.

Though Brown didn’t know Modell, he had no reason to expect things to be different than they’d been. Brown was used to having complete control over every aspect of the team, granted totalitarian authority by absentee owners who were content to sit back and let the money roll in rather than meddle with the master.

And by all appearances, Modell was awed by Brown. He was a self-proclaimed football buff who knew and appreciated everything Brown had accomplished. He made Brown a wealthy man by buying out his shares of the team (for roughly $500,000), extended Brown’s contract, and nearly doubled his salary.

But when the rubber hit the road, the seams began to show. As the Browns staggered to 8–5–1 and 7–6–1 records in Modell’s first two years as owner, he would complain in the press box about Brown’s playcalling. The owner pampered his players with drinks and dinners, which irritated Brown, but not as much as Modell’s incessant questions to players about whether they thought the coach was treating them right.

Not unlike the Cuban Missile Crisis, things came to a head in the fall of 1962. Modell guaranteed the Browns would win the championship, putting further pressure on the coach by way of the media and fans. Brown flustered Modell by not consulting him when he traded running back Bobby Mitchell to Washington to acquire rookie running back Ernie Davis. After Davis was diagnosed with leukemia before his first season could begin and only had months to live, Brown said Modell pressured him into playing the kid in a game to give him a thrill before he died. Modell denied it, but the hard feelings between the two men had developed into an unbridgeable chasm. Ratcheting up the tension, the Browns slogged to a third-place finish, well off the pace.

On the first Monday of 1963, Modell called Brown into his office. Modell outlined how the team had struggled in recent years and stated that seven players had come to him and said they wouldn’t return the following season if Brown was still the head coach.

He was making a change, Modell explained, and Paul Brown would no longer be the head coach of the team named after him. Brown was understandably stunned.

To this day, versions of exactly how the story played out differ. Brown remembers Modell telling him, “This team can never fully be mine as long as you are here because whenever anyone thinks of the Cleveland Browns, they think of you. Every time I come to the Stadium, I feel that I am invading your domain, and from now on there can only be one dominant image.” Later, Brown said he’d heard that Modell had told a friend that “Firing Paul Brown will be my claim to fame.”

Brown left Modell’s office in a daze. Adding insult to injury, he claims that Modell callously had the contents of Brown’s office packed into a cardboard box and shipped to his home. Modell’s version is that when Brown came back to collect his belongings from his office, he saw his assistants watching game film and preparing for the new season as if nothing had happened. This had apparently upset Brown so much that he’d left without his things, and Modell figured he’d have them delivered if Brown wasn’t going to take them himself.

It was a stunning moment, one that shook the foundation of the Cleveland Browns. The news broke during a prolonged newspaper strike in Cleveland, preventing many of the details from getting out (which, some conspiracy theorists suggest, is exactly what Modell wanted and had timed it accordingly). In an era in which television was still in its infancy and radio was the only other real source of news, fans didn’t quite know how to handle what had happened. There were even legitimate questions of whether the team would or could still be called the “Browns.” Modell brushed it aside. “This is the image we’ve created,” he said. “We’re still the Browns.”

Still, there were rumors that Modell never liked the name and hated the idea of his team still carrying Paul Brown’s legacy. Some say this is where the unfounded origin story about the Browns being named for champion boxer Joe Louis—a.k.a. “The Brown Bomber”—came from. The story goes that after he fired Paul Brown, Modell began floating the Joe Louis angle to try to shift the team’s identity away from Brown. There’s no proof to support the theory, but considering Modell’s modus operandi—and what was to come—it has a ring of truth to it.

Nevertheless, the Cleveland Browns would continue their journey as the Cleveland Browns. But without their George Washington.

***

Like an overthrown dictator (an apt metaphor, some felt), Paul Brown fled his football capital and lived in exile.

He and his wife moved to La Jolla, California—essentially the farthest spot in the continental US from Cleveland. Still being paid by the team, holding the hollow role of “vice president,” he played golf and traveled the world. For most, it would be an idyllic retirement. For Paul Brown, it was the low point of his life.

He yearned to get back into the game, but under the right circumstances. He turned down opportunities to coach, first in Philadelphia, then in Los Angeles, because he didn’t like the ownership situation of either team. He certainly wasn’t going to get involved with any more Art Modells. He wanted a situation similar to his early years in Cleveland, when he had total control over the team, on the field and off. And with the foundation of the rival American Football League opening new markets and spurring a wave of new teams in new cities in the NFL, Brown began to consider investing his own money into starting up an expansion team. That way he could be the Art Modell.

His son Mike put together a comprehensive study of a handful of cities that didn’t already have pro football, and he and his father quickly agreed on the best opportunity: Cincinnati. Not just because the Queen City was the most appealing for economic and geographic reasons, but also because it would enable Brown to leverage his reputation and connections in Ohio to get the ball rolling.

In the fall of 1965, Brown mentioned the idea to a well-connected friend. His friend got word to James Rhodes, the governor of Ohio, who was just as excited and flew to California to meet with Brown and discuss the possibility. Rhodes set up meetings, and Brown shuttled back and forth between La Jolla and Cincinnati to meet with prospective ownership partners.

While most were enthusiastic, there was still much maneuvering to be done. One of the biggest obstacles for most of the other cities clawing for an expansion team was a suitable stadium. Brown’s group spearheaded construction of a new, multipurpose downtown ballpark along the Ohio River. The tricky part was getting Major League Baseball’s Cincinnati Reds to agree to move in and play their games there, as well. When Reds owner Bill DeWitt dug in his heels about staying at historic Crosley Field, Brown and Company put together a separate group of investors (several of whom were already investing in Cincinnati’s football enterprise) to purchase the Reds from DeWitt. With the purchase completed, the Reds on board, and the new stadium—appropriately to be named “Riverfront”—on target for a 1970 opening, all the stars had aligned.

The NFL and AFL had each added an expansion team in 1965, and the following year, after the leagues agreed to merge, both committed to adding one more new team before the merger occurred in 1970. The NFL selected New Orleans as its new team in 1966, and, on May 24, 1967, the AFL announced that Cincinnati would be the home of its final addition. Better still, after two seasons, the Bengals would merge into the NFL along with the rest of the league. Officially, the ownership for the new team hadn’t been announced, but Paul Brown’s group was the more obvious choice over one led by former University of Cincinnati basketball coach John Wiethe.

NFL Commissioner Pete Rozelle called Cincinnati’s effort to land a team the “most intense in pro football history.” And, in a fitting touch of irony, one of the key players in helping Cincinnati—and ultimately Paul Brown—get the franchise was Art Modell, who had advised the Cincinnati contingent on several moves throughout the process. In jovial photo ops following the announcement, Governor Rhodes praised Modell’s leadership and thanked him for “coaching Cincinnati to victory.”

Of course, Rhodes wasted no time bringing up the possibility of a Battle of Ohio between Modell’s Browns and Cincinnati’s as-yet-unnamed entity. “This can be the greatest rivalry in all of football,” Rhodes declared, “and that’s what we want it to be.”

Having to share some of the credit with Modell must have gnawed at Brown, but he was in no position to complain. Everything had come together beautifully, and 1967 became one of the most fulfilling years of his life. Later that summer, he was inducted into the new Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, just twelve miles from where his coaching career began. The induction ceremony was his first public appearance since leaving the Browns more than four years earlier, representing his triumphant reemergence into football. And, in what would prove to be another spooky twist, Brown was inducted on August 5—exactly twenty-four years to the day before he died.

In September, Brown’s circle of investors was handed the keys to the new franchise. The price tag was $7.5 million, although—in a detail that’s hilarious by today’s standards—the team wouldn’t share any of the league’s television revenue until its third season. As general manager and head coach, Brown would have as much control as he did in Cleveland. And while John Sawyer was elected team president, there was no majority stockholder for Brown to answer to. It was an ideal situation, and Brown knew it. After a sabbatical of almost five years, he was back in the game. “This is like coming home,” he said at the introductory press conference. “I’m living again.”
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