
  

  HEAD COACH


  THE CANDIDATES


  Paul Brown


  Blanton Collier


  Marty Schottenheimer


  How can one possibly begin a chapter about the greatest head coaches in Browns history without mentioning Paul Brown? The Vince Lombardi Trophy may be named after the legendary Green Bay Packers’ head coach, but the father of modern pro football is Brown, the iconic head coach of the Browns from 1946 to 1962. Brown is credited with numerous football innovations. He was the first coach to use game film to scout opponents, hire a full-time staff of assistants, and test players on their knowledge of a playbook. He invented the modern facemask, the messenger guard, the practice squad, and the draw play.


  Brown, who was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1967, led Cleveland to 10 championship-game appearances in 10 years from 1946 to 1955, winning seven. He led the Browns to a title-game appearance in 1957 and a play-off against the New York Giants in 1958. Whereas most teams back then ran the ball the majority of the time, Brown used quarterback Otto Graham’s incredible talents to bring forth the passing game and blitzkrieg opponents through the air.


  In Brown’s last four seasons as head coach, Cleveland had good records but not nearly as good as the team had produced earlier in his career. Some players felt the game was passing him by. After a 7-6-1 mark in 1962, team owner Art Modell fired the living legend, replacing him with assistant coach Blanton Collier.
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    Paul Brown coaching his players during training camp on July 29, 1955 (JIM HANSEN/LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)


  The promoting of Collier immediately paid dividends. The Browns improved to 10-4 in 1963, just a game behind the Eastern Conference champion Giants. Collier opened up the offense. Quarterback Frank Ryan’s statistics improved as did fullback Jim Brown’s stats, which drastically increased. Collier’s 1964 Browns shocked the Baltimore Colts 27–0 for the franchise’s last NFL championship. He led the team to three more title-game appearances—in 1965, 1968, and 1969, the last two in which the Browns were on the doorstep of the Super Bowl. Collier had a hearing problem, which caused him to retire after the 1970 season.


  After several years of despair in the 1970s, the Browns hired longtime NFL assistant Sam Rutigliano as head coach soon after the 1977 season ended. He immediately gave Brian Sipe his stamp of approval as his quarterback and also third-year player Mike Pruitt his stamp of approval as his fullback. The Browns improved from 6-8 in 1977 to 8-8 in 1978 and 9-7 in 1979, barely missing the playoffs the latter year. During the early part of the 1979 season, the Browns, due to numerous games going down to the wire, became known as the “Kardiac Kids.” Ironically, the most memorable win that year was a rout, by a 26–7 count over the Dallas Cowboys—“America’s Team”—in a rocking Cleveland Stadium on Monday Night Football, which improved the Browns’ record to 4-0 for the first time since 1963. Rutigliano was voted AFC Coach of the Year by United Press International.


  In 1980, the Browns lost their first two games. They were 2-3 after five weeks. A miracle win over the Green Bay Packers in Week 7 was the turning point of the season. Rutigliano’s troops lost only two more games all year in finishing 11-5 and AFC Central Division champions for the first time in nine seasons. Just like the season before, it was a wild ride through the schedule with most games undecided until late in the game. Rutigliano, for the second straight season, was named UPI AFC Coach of the Year. Even though Sam’s questionable judgment quite possibly cost the Browns the game in their 14–12 defeat to Oakland in the divisional playoffs, he could have been voted Coach of the Century to Browns fans. Although he called for Sipe to pass the ball—which turned into an interception on a play called “Red Right 88”—when a field goal would have likely won the game, Rutigliano was still loved and cherished by Browns fans. That’s what happens when you lead an exciting team to a division title and a playoff berth for the first time in eight years.


  Four years later, it was a completely different story for Rutigliano. Toward the end of a Week 6 loss to New England, he made another questionable call eerily similar to Red Right 88 that cost the Browns the game. Two weeks later, on October 22, the day after a 12–9 last-second loss to the lowly Bengals in Cincinnati dropped his team’s record to 1-7, Rutigliano was fired by Modell. Sam was now singing the blues. He was no longer the toast of the town. Due to the what-have-you-done-for-me-lately mindset of most fans, Sam’s pink slip was long overdue. His Browns had fallen on mainly hard times since Red Right 88.


  Rutigliano’s replacement was defensive coordinator Marty Schottenheimer. Schottenheimer, a former linebacker for the Bills and Patriots, took charge and changed the climate immediately. Whereas Rutigliano was more laid back and perhaps loyal to longtime players to a fault, Schottenheimer put his stamp on the team from the start. He was more businesslike than Sam. He purged players who weren’t helping the team. He won four of eight games in the second half of that 1984 season. His Browns won the Central Division, albeit with an 8-8 record, the next year and came within an eyelash of hosting—yes, hosting—the AFC Championship Game. Two 1,000-yard rushers in Kevin Mack and Earnest Byner plus a stingy, hard-hitting defense were what that 1985 team was known for.


  It was obvious that the Browns lacked the strong passing game that was needed to complement the running game. Quarterback Bernie Kosar was not being used like he should have been. Enter Lindy Infante as the offensive coordinator and, bang! The Browns offense exploded in 12-4 and 10-5 seasons in 1986 and 1987, respectively. Unfortunately, “The Drive” and “The Fumble,” respectively, those years—two tight defeats to Denver in the AFC title game—denied the Browns Super Bowl berths. Even after Kosar was injured in the opening game of 1988 and missed about half the season with three other quarterbacks seeing action, Schottenheimer was still able to get the Browns into the playoffs. Philosophical differences with Modell led to Schottenheimer’s resignation after the season.


  A young Bill Belichick came aboard with two Super Bowl rings to his credit as the New York Giants’ defensive coordinator. He improved the Browns but did not take them to the play-offs until his fourth season in 1994. Expectations were high as the 1995 season approached, but a 3-1 start disintegrated into a 5-11 record amid news halfway through the schedule of the Browns’ imminent relocation to Baltimore.


  After three seasons without pro football, the city of Cleveland welcomed with open arms the new expansion Browns in 1999. Other than two winning records and a single play-off berth, the expansion Browns were the joke of the league with head coach after head coach after head coach from 1999 to 2019. The team finished 1-15 and 0-16, respectively, in 2016 and 2017.


  With the hiring of longtime Vikings offensive assistant Kevin Stefanski in 2020 as head coach, the Browns seem to have finally made the right hire. In his very first season, he not only led the Browns to 11 wins and a postseason berth but also a playoff win against Pittsburgh, their longtime nemesis. Although he had a rough go of it in his second season as Browns boss, Stefanski seems to have what it takes to be a successful NFL head coach.


  It is much too soon, however, to make Stefanski one of the candidates for all-time best Browns head coach. The three in the running are Brown, Collier, and Schottenheimer.


  PAUL BROWN


  To begin with, Paul Brown had the ability to assess a player and make a determination that that player would fit into his system. Of course, when you have a great system and the kind of outstanding players he had, that made a great combination.


  “Paul was a great innovator and a master psychologist in that he was able to make each player feel he was the most important player on the team,” said Bill Willis, mainly a middle guard for Cleveland from 1946 to 1953, in the December 2006 edition of the Orange and Brown Report. “If I, for example, didn’t do my job and we lost a game, it wasn’t Otto Graham’s or Lou Rymkus’s or Dub Jones’s fault. It was my fault. The players constantly tried their level best to outperform our opponents. And we tried to outperform each other. [Paul] used to tell us that he never went out on the field to play a football game that he didn’t think he could win. And he was able to instill that kind of confidence in his players.”


  “He left no stone unturned,” said Mike McCormack, mainly a right offensive tackle for the Browns from 1954 to 1962, in the January 2005 Bernie’s Insiders. “He brought so many innovations to the game. The playbook was the first one. Paul used to say that what you’re doing are the three principles of learning. You hear it, you write it down, and then you go out and enact it.”


  According to Bob Dolgan, a sportswriter and sports columnist for the Plain Dealer in Cleveland for 45 years, Brown was the greatest coach in the history of the NFL. “He by leaps and bounds is the most revolutionary coach in pro football history,” he said. “He would have very light workouts during the week so that the guys were fresh and ready to go on Sunday. People who came to the Browns from other teams were amazed at how light the workouts were. Everything was scheduled . . . five minutes of this, 10 minutes of that, 15 minutes of that. . . . Quarterbacks used to call the plays, but he called all the plays with the use of the messenger guards. He’d send in a new guard every play with a new play.”


  “I had the opportunity to be a messenger guard my rookie year, which gave me a chance to really learn the system,” John Wooten, mainly a Browns left guard from 1959 to 1967, said. “It gave me an opportunity to really learn football at that high level. I had such a great appreciation of the system that Paul Brown had.”


  If you are going to make a coaching Mount Rushmore for the NFL, Brown obviously should be up there. “To me, he’s one of the four greatest NFL coaches of all time,” said Ray Yannucci, who covered the Browns for the Akron Beacon Journal for several years and was the editor of Browns News/Illustrated from 1981 to 2001 [he was also the owner and publisher for many years]. “And he was an innovator. He probably dealt with analytics before anybody knew what analytics were in football. He was way ahead of his time.”


  “He was brilliant, of course,” said Dan Coughlin, a sportswriter for the Plain Dealer from 1964 to 1982 and the Cleveland Press for a short time and a local television sports reporter since then. “He surrounded himself with some pretty bright people, which was how he operated.”


  Brown is considered to be the father of modern football for all the innovations he brought to the game, but one he has never been given credit for is speed. “He wanted guys who could move, guys who had quick feet,” said Steve King, a Browns historian who covered the team for the Medina County Gazette and the Chronicle-Telegram in Elyria from 1990 to 2003 and who was employed by the Browns writing for their website for several years. “His first Browns teams had those kinds of players. They were quick, they were fast, very athletic. Look at Dante Lavelli. He’d been a great basketball player at Hudson High School. He played some minor league hockey. Otto Graham had been a great basketball player. Lou Groza, as a junior, led Martins Ferry High School to the state basketball championship. Bill Willis was a tremendous athlete. Brown out-prepared other teams, and his teams were more physical than them.


  “You look at the lines that Brown built, guys like Dick Schafrath, Gene Hickerson, and John Wooten. All those guys were fast. They’re running downfield and making blocks, clearing the path for Jim Brown. It was that type of fast, light-on-his-feet player that Paul Brown carried with him all the way to the end of his career, even down in Cincinnati. Brown also was the first to use the trap play, the radio in the helmet, the conditioning, the spread passing game of today. That all goes back to Paul Brown. He was not afraid to be innovative. There was a lot of Bill Belichick in Paul Brown—no-nonsense guy, didn’t laugh and joke, was very serious. It was his team. When he made a decision, that’s the way things were going to be. In 1952, Graham held out because Brown took about two or three thousand dollars off his contract because he thought he had a bad year. That’s just who Brown was. He wasn’t afraid to make a tough decision and stomp on some people’s feet and do what was best for the team.”


  Brown was a man who had a very tight organization. He ruled.


  “In fact, I liked the fact that he had a very tight organization because he kept a lot of politics among the players out of the game,” said the great Jim Brown, a Cleveland fullback from 1957 to 1965. “As an individual, he dealt with fundamentals, he dealt with how you carried yourself on and off the field. He was a very strong, aloof individual who was a top football coach, no doubt about it, with championship teams.”


  When Paul Wiggin, mainly a Browns left defensive end from 1957 to 1967, joined the Browns, he was mesmerized by their living legend of a head coach.


  “When we rookies got there the first day, Paul Brown sat us all down and gave us a speech,” he recalled. “He spent the whole day with us. I was somebody who had studied to be a teacher—I’d wanted to teach and coach—and after that first day, I thought Paul Brown was the greatest teacher I’d ever been around. I still believe that.”


  “I thought it was a great, great privilege for me to play under Brown,” said Wooten. “I had the opportunity to learn under such a great football mind. I think that anyone who has really studied the game all down through the ages will realize that Paul was way ahead of his time. The West Coast offense that you hear them talk about . . . that’s Paul Brown, and Bill Walsh would be the first to tell you.”


  “Paul was a pretty tough guy, but he was very intelligent when it came to football,” said Jim Ray Smith, who played mostly left guard for Cleveland from 1956 to 1962. “You look back and you say, ‘What did Paul Brown give to football?’ And you look at Don Shula, you look at Weeb Ewbank, you look at Chuck Noll, and you look at Bill Walsh. I went and heard Bill speak at a luncheon one time. I went up to him afterwards and introduced myself, and he said, ‘Yeah, I know you.’ I said, ‘You sound just like Paul Brown,’ and he said, ‘Well, where do you think I got it? I coached under him for eight years in Cincinnati.’ You look all over, and Paul Brown’s footprint is there.”


  Many players, among them Jim Brown, believed toward the end of Paul Brown’s career in Cleveland that the game was changing somewhat and that he became a little predictable.


  “Art Modell ended up making a move,” Jim Brown said, “which we players didn’t really create, but he made this particular move and got rid of Paul and brought [assistant coach] Blanton [Collier] in. And, at the time, Blanton was a breath of fresh air because we had benefited from all of the other things in the past from Paul. And now we had an individual who was a father-type, a friend-type . . . that’s not to say that Paul wasn’t a decent human being, but he was totally different in his demeanor and the way that he ran his organization. But I think that in the beginning, it was good to have played under Paul because, as a rookie and a young player, I needed that kind of discipline, I needed an organization that was tight. The players were never in groups because everybody was afraid of Paul, and we had pretty good results. And so I had the experience of that kind of discipline, and once having that, I wanted to expand myself, just like a child, when he comes into your life, eventually he wants to participate in decisions that are made. So I had a good respect for both of them but, as I said, we needed to change to Blanton, I think, to go that extra mile and to win the world championship.”


  Ross Fichtner, mainly a safety for the Browns from 1960 to 1967, saw the situation a little differently. “There were a lot of guys who felt Paul didn’t have the desire to win as much,” he said. “I thought he was still a great coach. When Paul left, Blanton’s mouth was moving, but it was all Paul Brown’s words because they worked together for so long. If you didn’t know Paul wasn’t behind there pulling the strings and saying the words, whispering in his ears, you wouldn’t have known the difference.”


  BLANTON COLLIER


  Browns players were getting a little tired of Paul Brown’s lack of flexibility when it came to play calling and the structure of the team. Blanton Collier was already respected by the players. He brought a mood change, and it translated out on to the field.


  If you look at the 1963 Browns, Collier’s first season as head coach, it was virtually the same roster as the 1962 team, Paul Brown’s last year as head coach. Collier brought option blocking to the team, a blocking concept that wasn’t as rigid. He gave Jim Brown and Ernie Green more opportunities to find holes because of the options the offensive linemen were given in their blocking assignments.


  “I think maybe the word that would best describe what Collier brought was flexibility both on the field and the players knowing that they were a little more their own selves off the field,” said Mike Peticca, who covered the Browns for the Associated Press from 1976 to 1989. “Collier was a great tactician offensively. He had that reputation. He was also known as a very nice man but had the necessary toughness to be an NFL head coach. I remember just how highly respected he was. I don’t think the Browns had much dissension during those years, which is another credit to Collier.”


  “He followed a tough act in Paul Brown,” said Mike McLain, who covered the Browns for the Warren Tribune-Chronicle from 1980 to 2015. “Obviously, he was well-respected even to this day. He more than held his own.”


  As if supplanting a legend wasn’t hard enough, disaster struck as Collier had to mend the mental wounds created by three tragedies before he even coached his first game. Running back Ernie Davis, the 1961 Heisman Trophy winner whose speed and power helped him break most of Jim Brown’s records at Syracuse University, was acquired in a trade with Washington. Unfortunately, Davis contracted leukemia and passed away on May 18, 1963. A little more than two weeks after Davis passed on, standout safety Don Fleming was electrocuted on a construction project in Florida. Some five months before, sixth-round draft pick Tom Bloom, Purdue’s Most Valuable Player as a running back in 1962, was killed in an automobile accident. Bloom, who had hoped to win a spot in Cleveland’s defensive backfield, was driving the car he purchased with the bonus money he received for signing with the Browns.


  “That was about as bad of an offseason as a team has ever had at any level. I think a lot of guys would’ve crumbled, but Collier fought through it,” Steve King said. “You lose three players before you even coach a game, and oh by the way, you’re taking over for the guy for whom the team is named. Nobody faced more of a mountain to climb than Collier before he coached his first game in 1963.”


  Collier had a great skill for teaching and developing his players. Said Paul Warfield, a Browns wide receiver from 1964 to 1969 and in 1976 and 1977, “His communication with me was what I’d experienced from grade school through high school to the university level with individuals who were teachers teaching in specific areas to widen the experiences or the development educationally. Certainly from the academic side of it of people to widen their experiences through knowledge, through literature . . . he just transposed that into professional football and football in general in that he saw his players, from my interpretation, as students, and he wanted us to really fully understand why we performed certain skills. Certainly, he was a fundamentalist, he really wanted us to have the ability to comprehend, to understand, why we did certain things, fundamental things, such as what was the best way to execute blocks, what was the best way to execute pass patterns, as far as my background was concerned.


  “He was very much a part of the Cleveland Brown philosophy—teaching, developing, understanding how and why one did things and got the job done. He was a hallmark of the Cleveland Browns’ success in those days. It certainly took a certain amount of toughness to play the game of football because it’s a physical game. The players had to have an appreciation for really understanding how to execute blocks, how to execute tackling, how to execute the other fundamentals, how to have the discipline to do that over and over again for the various positions to enable the ball club to have success and for the individual to have success.”


  Collier’s ability to communicate is what made him such a good coach. His style of coaching was not to reprimand, yell, scream, or use profanity. It was in the mold of classroom teaching and developing. “He had a way,” Warfield continued, “that was very effective of communicating with one without yelling or screaming to make one understand that not only did you let the team down but you let yourself down because you did not have the discipline to do that. So his ability to communicate without going to what was considered to be some of the accepted methods to be effective . . . he was a conversationalist and a man who did not revert to the yelling, the screaming, or the profanity, whatever it was, to make men supposedly tougher.”


  According to King, had Collier not had his hearing problem, the early 1970s would have been much different for the Browns. “They would’ve been able to continue a lot of the success that they had,” he said. “Collier was just a brilliant guy. He was like an updated version of Paul Brown when he took over. He had the toughness of Brown, but he also was a players’ coach, was very compassionate. He wanted to engage the players in the formation of the game plan and wanted to pick their brains to see what they thought. Brown didn’t do that. He said, ‘This is the game plan, and here it is, guys.’ There was no discussion on it. Collier went to the players and asked them, ‘What plays do you like to run? What could we do here and there?’ He was just a tremendous coach.”


  “Blanton was the best teacher I’ve ever been around,” said Fred Hoaglin, who played center for the Browns from 1966 to 1972. “He could teach every single position in football, the fine points, the footwork, any of the techniques. He was really an awesome teacher. He was an awesome person, too. He was so positive. He was fun to be around because he was always thinking about how to make the team better. He was very serious about doing your job well. He pointed out what each player needed to do to do better and helped us work on it. He was very, very astute as a coach. He was the best at studying film, detecting ways to get better. He was as fine a coach as I’ve ever seen.”


  “I felt I could trust Blanton,” said Dale Lindsey, a Browns linebacker from 1965 to 1972, in the August 2004 Bernie’s Insiders. “He had principles and philosophy, and he didn’t change them because the situation changed. That’s a rarity, especially when money and egos are involved. If you were a great player and did something wrong, you were punished. If you were a bad player and did something wrong, you were punished too. If we didn’t play well, he’d tell us in a nice manner, but strong and firm. And if he had to bench a player, he had no problem with that. He did it with [quarterback] Frank Ryan [for Bill Nelsen in 1968]. That was a pretty damn tough decision, and it may not have been a popular one.”


  “Blanton [rarely] said anything to me for nine years, and when he did, it was before a big game,” remembered Gary Collins, a Browns wide receiver from 1962 to 1971, in the August 2004 Bernie’s Insiders. “He would say, ‘I need a big one from you.’ And that’s it. He never got on me. My entire career, I was used to coaches riding my ass, and now they found out that wasn’t the only way to do things.”


  The Browns’ 27–0 upset of the Baltimore Colts in the NFL championship game in 1964 will go down as Collier’s finest hour.


  “It’s all about how you prepare and plan on Mondays and Tuesdays,” said Dick Schafrath, a Browns left tackle from 1959 to 1971. “If you don’t plan and prepare right in how your attitude is for the rest of the week, that’ll show in how you perform on Sunday. It was preparation. And we knew on Monday when Blanton gave us that game plan and laid it out and said, ‘Here’s how we’re gonna win,’ we were sold, and boy, everybody was convinced that that was the way we were going to beat Baltimore, and there was no way that we wouldn’t win.”


  “The week leading up to the game was the best I ever saw us practice,” said Jim Kanicki, who played right defensive tackle for Cleveland from 1963 to 1969. “Everyone was ready to go when we got to the stadium on the day of the game. Blanton did a great job of getting us ready.”


  Kanicki remembered a quiet confidence in the locker room at halftime of the scoreless tie. “Blanton had that effect on you,” he said. “He was more like a professor than the volatile head coaches like Vince Lombardi and so forth.”


  According to Ray Yannucci, Collier should be in the Browns’ Ring of Honor. “He’s probably one of the most unsung head coaches in NFL history,” he said. “He has one of the best winning percentages of any coach in league history. He won the last NFL championship for the Cleveland Browns. If you look at his eight years as head coach of the Browns and look at Paul Brown’s last eight years as head coach of the Browns, you’ll see that Collier was far more successful. People say, ‘Blanton won with Paul Brown’s personnel.’ Maybe the first year, but if you look at the years prior to that, Paul Brown was losing the team. A mutiny was starting with Jim Brown and some of the other players, especially the stars. That’s basically why Art Modell fired him. So even though some of those players from the Paul Brown era were a residue into the Blanton Collier years, Collier took a team that was dramatically on the down slide. In two years, he took the Browns to the NFL championship. In two years! He deserves far more credit than he gets.”


  “Blanton was an outstanding teacher and person,” said John Wooten.


  “Not only was Blanton a technician in all areas of the game, he was a great man, a great gentleman, a great leader,” said Billy Andrews, a Browns linebacker from 1967 to 1974.


  “I really think,” King added, “had he not had to retire because of the hearing problem, he’d be in the Hall of Fame.”


  MARTY SCHOTTENHEIMER


  Marty Schottenheimer got his shot and took advantage of it—pronto. When he replaced Sam Rutigliano as head coach in 1984, the Browns immediately began playing better football.


  “I think he was a great defensive coordinator,” said Joe DeLamielleure, who played right guard for the Browns from 1980 to 1984. “And when he became the head coach, he adapted quickly. He was really smart, hardworking . . . he never left a stone unturned. He was always looking for an edge. He was a really great coach.”


  “Marty was very organized and detailed,” said Doug Dieken, a Browns left offensive tackle from 1971 to 1984 and the color commentator on the team’s radio broadcasts from 1985 to 2021. “He had his goal set to be a head coach. He did well with the defense and then went on and became a very successful head coach.”


  “I liked Marty,” said Mike Pruitt, a Browns fullback from 1976 to 1984. “He was tough. He didn’t take no stuff off of anybody. But he was fair. He did a great job with the defense before he took over for Sam. Before he got in there, our defense was a little suspect, but he turned it around. And him becoming a head coach was something I knew would probably happen to him.”


  Schottenheimer grew as a head coach, especially from the offensive standpoint. “You look at that 1985 playoff game at Miami, and the Browns just didn’t have many options offensively,” Mike Peticca said. “Once that game got close, once that 21–3 lead shrunk, and once they got behind, they didn’t have many options. They were pretty predictable because the passing game was pretty primitive. So Marty grew in that regard, and of course, much credit has to go to Lindy Infante, who came in the next year as offensive coordinator and turned that around.”


  Schottenheimer was a strong, tough coach who also had mixed in there the right blend of compassion and understanding, having been a player for several years himself. He was never a star or a player who necessarily had even a roster spot clinched, but he was a hardnosed player and a respected player. He identified with those types of players well, and he utilized marginal players or the players with lesser roles very well. “I’m sure there’s some unhappiness among some players on every team,” said Peticca. “Every team has guys who aren’t especially happy with their roles, but I think that was minimized as much as it could’ve been with the Browns under Schottenheimer. I think one reason those teams were very good was that the whole roster would be used. I think the roles of the players were pretty specific and consistent. Guys knew what was asked of them, and they basically produced.”


  “Schottenheimer was a great coach,” said Steve King. “He got the Browns back to being disciplined and running the football when he took over for Sam. The players loved him, stood behind him. He had a keen eye for talent. He did a lot of great things. When you think about that run from ’85-88 . . . four straight playoff berths, two trips to the AFC Championship Game, narrowly missing two Super Bowl appearances, three division titles. In ’88, he did his best coaching job. They lose all those quarterbacks. That team was so good, and his ability to keep it afloat was so strong.”


  “Marty was a coach’s coach,” Mike McLain added. “He always said, ‘Our goal is the Super Bowl and nothing else.’ Why wouldn’t that be your goal? He was a very good X’s and O’s guy. He’s probably underrated as a motivator. A lot of people looked at him as a coordinator-type guy, but he turned out to be one of the better head coaches in Browns history.”


  “He made me the professional that I became,” said Ozzie Newsome, a Browns tight end from 1978 to 1990. “He did not want me to be one-dimensional. He wanted me to be the complete player. He allowed me to be a leader for him.”


  “I think Marty was a great coach,” said Jeff Schudel, who has covered the Browns for the Lorain Morning Journal and the News-Herald in Lake County since 1981. “What really struck me about him was the compassion he had for his players. Here’s an example. Johnny Davis was a fullback for the Browns, and Marty had to cut him. Marty became so emotional about it that he cancelled practice that day.”


  Schottenheimer’s stubbornness got him into trouble at times. “That’s what got him fired [he actually resigned],” Ray Yannucci said. “He didn’t want to listen to Art Modell about getting rid of his brother Kurt and also about getting an offensive coordinator. He was a very emotional guy. He would cry at the drop of a hat.”
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    Marty Schottenheimer (JERRY COLI/DREAMSTIME.COM)


  “He was stubborn to a fault, and that cost him the AFC Championship Game in 1986,” said King. “He went into that prevent defense on that 98-yard drive. The Broncos didn’t win that game as much as the Browns lost it.”


  Schudel pointed to something else that likely cost the Browns that Denver game. “You can’t ignore the fact that Schottenheimer’s playoff record wasn’t very good, but there were circumstances beyond his control I think,” he said. “Had Don Rogers not died of a drug overdose, the Browns probably would’ve beaten Denver in that game.”


  According to Peticca, Schottenheimer’s successful win-loss record validates his approach. “Some people still question his style, saying it was a little too conservative at times,” he said. “That may be true. Maybe there are reasons he never got to a Super Bowl, but there are also reasons that he had a great record and that so many of his teams were contenders. I think the guy needs to be credited for getting to the big games. When people say that he couldn’t win the big game, well, you have to win big games to get to big games, and he won a lot of big games. His playoff record isn’t great, but he kept teams playing, he got teams there, but they just came up short. I hope he goes into the Hall of Fame and think it would be justified.”


  AND THE WINNER IS . . .


  Although his teams became a little lackluster toward the end of his time in Cleveland, one cannot deny the fact that Paul Brown built a dynasty, a team that played in 10 straight championship games from 1946 to 1955, the first four in the All-America Football Conference, winning seven of them. The Browns returned to the title game in 1957 and lost a playoff to the Giants the next year before the downward slide began. Brown’s list of football innovations is seemingly endless.


  When Art Modell fired Brown, it was big news, huge news. Here was a former advertising executive whose football know-how was not exactly George Halas–like letting go a man who was a living legend in Ohio football circles, and not just for his time with the Browns. Brown also had been the head coach at Ohio State University, leading the Buckeyes to the 1942 Associated Press National Championship. Before that, he was the head coach at football-crazy Massillon Washington High School, leading the Tigers to a .909 winning percentage and six consecutive state titles plus four National Championships.


  Blanton Collier proved he was up to the giant task of replacing a living legend when he took over for Brown in 1963. In Collier’s eight seasons at the Browns’ helm, he had seven winning records, five postseason berths, four league-title game appearances, and one NFL championship. In only his second season as head coach, he led the Browns to the NFL title, still the last time the team was crowned champion. Had he coached a few more seasons, he very well might be in the Hall of Fame.


  Marty Schottenheimer was a breath of fresh air that Browns fans needed. He took over a downtrodden team that had produced two losing records and a playoff team with a losing record in the previous three seasons. He turned the team around faster than anyone could have imagined. In just his first full season as head coach, the Browns won their division and nearly toppled heavy favorite Miami in the playoffs. In only his second and third full seasons, the Browns advanced to the AFC Championship Game, falling in consecutive heartbreaking contests to the Broncos. In his four full seasons as head coach, he produced four playoff teams and three division titles.


  The envelope please? How can you vote against a coach who churned out championship-game appearances factory-style? How can you go against a man who, soon after becoming the Browns’ head coach, said he wanted his team to be the New York Yankees of pro football? And it darned well was. The head coach of our team is Paul Brown.


  COACHES WHO DID NOT MAKE THE CUT


  There has likely been no other head coach in Browns history who was loved by his players more than Sam Rutigliano.


  “It was great playing for Sam because he was down to earth,” said Mike Pruitt. “You could talk to Sam personally. He was always the type of guy who would listen, not try to tell you everything, but he would listen. Sometimes you just wanted to get things off your chest, and Sam was that kind of person.”


  “Sam was a players’ coach,” said Doug Dieken. “He was kind of loose. He always had his one-liners. He was a little bit more relaxed than his predecessor, Forrest Gregg.”


  Rutigliano had a special way of encouraging his players.


  “Each player is different,” he said. “You have to kind of know where that button is for each guy. I really believe that.”


  Even though he was an offensive-minded coach, Rutigliano had also been a secondary coach, so he knew a lot about that area. “That endeared him to me, knowing he could watch practice and see something that a guy was doing and come over and correct him and teach him,” said Thom Darden, a Browns safety from 1972 to 1974 and 1976 to 1981. “He knew what the player was supposed to be doing, the steps he was supposed to take. So that was always a positive for me. He was a good teacher, and I enjoyed playing for a coach who taught.”


  “Who did not love Sam? I loved him,” Dan Coughlin said. “The players loved him. Sam started the Inner Circle [a substance-abuse recovery program for Browns players]. He took care of people. He was just such a likeable man. When he got fired, he was the only coach in my following the Browns who showed up at his own press conference announcing him being fired. He was asked, ‘Would you do anything different?’ He said, ‘Yes, I would kick field goals.’ He got in trouble a couple of times where he went for the first down instead of taking the easy three.”


  “We always think of Sam as a nice guy, and that’s true,” said Mike McLain. “When the Browns won the Central Division title in 1980 by beating Cincinnati, the fans were just packing the airport, so we had to go to another area where they couldn’t mob us. It looked like the Beatles landing. I looked out the window and there are thousands of fans there. Sam and I were the last people to get off the plane. The guy who I replaced, whose name was Jim, had been pretty ill. Sam said to me, ‘Stop by my office tomorrow. I’ve got a game ball I want to give to Jim.’ Here he was, thinking about some sportswriter who is ill in Warren, Ohio. Sam was a great person. I don’t ever remember a player who didn’t have a good word to say about him.”


  Rutigliano also was a pretty darned good football coach.


  “Sam’s reputation, and I think justifiably so, is better than the record indicates,” said Mike Peticca. “Forrest Gregg’s last team in ’77 had fallen apart, and there was a lot of unhappiness among the players with him. I think Sam in ’78 immediately restored somewhat of a comfort zone to be a Browns player. He had a lot of empathy for situations, and I think that maybe goes back in part to the accident when he lost his daughter some years before he was with the Browns. I think that built a real empathy in him for players’ situations. I think he was good at sticking with guys, giving them second chances, and I think everybody on the team appreciated that.


  “Obviously, he was a creative coach from an offensive standpoint, and beginning in ’78 through ’80, got good production out of the offense. If you look at that offense, there were some really good players, but I think they got the most out of it that you could ask. I guess that offense scares you if you’re an opposing defensive coordinator, but it may have been just a little short of the absolute best offense like the Chargers. Rutigliano and the offensive coaches got the most out of those guys as they could. I thought what those offenses did from ’78 through
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