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To the first Browns fan I ever knew, my father Frank,
who was there from the very beginning.
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Foreword

Ara Parseghian

GROWING UP IN AKRON in the 1930s and 1940s, I was very aware of the football accomplishments of Paul Brown. My high school teammates and I used to go to watch Brown’s Massillon High teams, and it was clear to us then that we were seeing high school football at its very best. Almost seventy years after the fact, I still vividly remember a scrimmage in which Massillon took apart the Kent State University varsity team.

Brown continued his success at Ohio State, guiding the Buckeyes to a national championship in just his second year in Columbus. College football was king in those days, and although Brown was only thirty-four at the time, it seemed that there were no more football worlds for him to conquer. Little did we know.

Needless to say, I was thrilled when Brown signed me to a contract with the Cleveland Browns in 1948. He had assembled a great group of players that had won the first two championships of the All-America Football Conference. Among them were Otto Graham, Marion Motley, Lou Groza, Dante Lavelli, Bill Willis, Mac Speedie, Lou Rymkus, Horace Gillom—the list is so long I could go on and on and still leave out some pretty good ones.

Pro football is a difficult, exacting business, and when you’re in the middle of it you can’t allow yourself to think about whether any particular team, even the team you’re playing for, is the best ever. Written from the distance of many years, I think Andy Piascik makes a very strong case for those Browns teams. It’s hard to argue with seven championships in ten years, a record no other team has matched.

In the same way, we were too focused on winning to reflect at any length on the role of Marion Motley, Bill Willis, and Horace Gillom as groundbreakers. To us, they were first and foremost great football players. Without them, it’s doubtful the Browns would have been as successful as they were.

Here, too, Piascik does an excellent job of illuminating just how important the presence of Motley, Willis, Gillom, and the other African American players on the Browns was to the team’s success and, in no small part, to helping change American society. Their accomplishments as players and the important role the Browns played in ending the color line in pro football are an integral and riveting part of The Best Show in Football. Looking back, I am just as proud to have been a part of pro sport’s first integrated team of the modern era as I am to have been a part of the great Browns dynasty.

One of the most memorable moments in football history, when Cleveland defeated the Philadelphia Eagles 35–10 in their first NFL game, came not long after I retired from the Browns. I was working in Ohio as an assistant coach at the time, but a part of me was in Philadelphia that night. When I heard the news I was filled with a great sense of pride as well as a little bit of regret: pride that the Browns had proved unquestionably that they—we—were a great football team, and had been all along, and regret that I could not have been a part of what may have been the team’s finest hour.

I don’t know if the Browns were the greatest dynasty in pro football history, but Andy Piascik certainly makes a good case that they were. I was very impressed with his research, his arguments, and his sense of history. Reading The Best Show in Football brought back a lot of great memories of an important period in pro football. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.
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Notes on Terms

THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK, references are made to championships. That seems a safe enough term, but because of the many changes in pro football over the decades, it requires some clarification. References to conference or division championships are just that, a team that finished first in its conference or division.

More important are the championships that signify pro football supremacy in a given year. As used here, championships refers to the following: the team that finished atop the standings of the National Football League (originally known as the American Professional Football Association) from 1920 through 1932, the winner of the NFL Championship Game from 1933 through 1965, the winner of the All-America Football Conference Championship Game from 1946 through 1949, the winner of the American Football League Championship Game from 1960 through 1965, and the winner of the Super Bowl from 1966 through the present.

Championships won in the same season in two major leagues that did not play each other are both recognized as championships. Thus from the years 1946 through 1949 and 1960 through 1965, two teams are recognized as having won championships. League championships won in the NFL and AFL from 1966 through 1969 are not considered championships in the sense of pro football supremacy unless that team also won the Super Bowl. So, for example, the 1969 AFL champion Kansas City Chiefs won a championship, but the 1966 AFL champion Chiefs did not.

Also, when records and individual achievements in league Championship Games are discussed, those games are accorded the same status as the Super Bowl. In its endless efforts to promote the Super Bowl, the NFL, in its publications and releases, instead treats those pre-1966 league Championship Games as the equivalent of today’s conference championship games. That is an insult to the players who played in those games, to the historical record, and to the game itself.

The terms division and conference have both historically been used as names for one half, or approximately one half, of a league’s teams. Conference has been used for a far longer period of time and is still in use today in the same way (National Football Conference and American Football Conference). For the sake of simplicity and continuity, conference and conference champion are used even for the pre-1950 period when what we know as conferences were called divisions.

For three seasons beginning in 1950, the NFL’s conferences were the American and National. For the rest of the time in question, they were known as the Eastern and Western. Where it is necessary for the sake of clarity, Eastern and Western are used for those three seasons.

There were four different American Football Leagues in the twentieth century. All are referred to within. In discussions of the first three, the one in question is specifically referred to by the years it operated or as AFL I, AFL II, or AFL III. All references to the American Football League that do not include such designations are to the AFL of 1960–1969.

For most of pro football history, calculations of team winning percentages disregarded tie games. More recently, a system was adopted that counts a tie game as half a win and half a loss. Although the current system is more accurate, the old system is used throughout because that was the one in use during the period under discussion. To maximize the accuracy of comparisons, the winning percentages of teams of more recent vintage have been recalculated using the old style.

Finally, readers will note that the team and individual records from the All-America Football Conference are treated throughout on the same level as those of the NFL and the AFL of the 1960s (i.e., as those of a major league). The Browns, for example, are referred to at various times as the first and only team to ever win four and then five consecutive championships and as holders of the record for the longest unbeaten streak.

Similarly, Lou Groza’s thirteen field goals in 1946 are referred to as, at the time, an all-time pro record, and Mac Speedie is referred to as the first player to ever accumulate 1,000 receiving yards in two different seasons. Those references are not “mistakes,” they are intentional. The NFL’s refusal to recognize these AAFC team and individual records is the mistake. Putting those AAFC records on the same level as those accomplished in the NFL and AFL is true to the historical record, and it is done for that reason.

“The Best Show in Football,” the source of the title, was a slogan the Browns used in the 1950s in highlight films and other publicity.


Introduction

THEY WERE DANTE, Emerson, and Horace; the Rivet, the Rabbit, and Rock. They were Shula, Noll, and Parseghian; and Lou the Toe, Lou the Heel, and Captain Lou.

They were Lil’ Abner, Chet the Jet, and the Kid; and Tony Adamle, MD, Bob Kolesar, MD, Les Horvath, DDS, and Hal Herring, PhD. They were Special Delivery and Dub; Otto, Bob, and Bill.

They were Mo, Mo, and Big Mo; and Mike, Len, and Marion. They were Dippy, Dopey, and Iggie; and Tom Jones and Tommy James.

They were Chubby, Curly, and Chick; and Pete, Lin, and Ken. They were Pinky, Flip, and Spud; and Warren, Abe, and Mac.

They came from all over the United States, from places like North Tonawanda, New York, and East Bridgewater, Massachusetts. They came from Council Bluffs, Iowa, and Carrier Mills, Illinois, from Augusta, Kansas, and Nashua, New Hampshire.

They came from Swoyersville and Mount Zion in Pennsylvania, from Humboldt and Kyles Ford in Tennessee. They came from New Village and Hackensack and Wenonah in New Jersey and from Elk City, Ponca City, and Chickasha in Oklahoma.

They came from Weimar, Nixon, and Pilot Point, Texas, and they came from all over the state of Ohio, from Sugar Creek, Mt. Vernon, Martin’s Ferry, and any number of other places. They came from dozens of small towns and from farms, and they came from big cities such as New Orleans, Boston, Chicago, Kansas City, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, Milwaukee, Dallas, and, yes, Cleveland.

They were Hungarian, Czech, and Irish; Polish, Italian, and Armenian. They were Slovenian, Greek, and Lebanese; Slav, Lithuanian, and, significantly, African American. Many grew up poor during the Great Depression, and they were overwhelmingly sons of the working class; one was the son of sharecroppers.

They were 118 in all, men who played for the Cleveland Browns during a ten-year period from 1946 through 1955. Many were World War II combat veterans for whom the aggression and rigors of pro football were a step down from war and death. They had gone to large state colleges, like the University of Texas and Ohio State, and small schools, like Waynesburg, Findlay, and Superior State Teachers College.

Together they created the greatest dynasty in the history of pro football. Some played only briefly, while four were there for the entire ten years. Almost one in ten is in the Pro Football Hall of Fame; others toiled far from the spotlight, their value known primarily to their teammates and to the players from the teams they so consistently defeated.

They played in glorious old stadiums, uniquely shaped ballparks set in the middle of urban neighborhoods. Of the seventeen they played in, few remain standing, and only Soldier Field is still used for pro football. They played in an era when pro football trailed far behind baseball and college football in popularity, when the select group who called themselves fans followed their team primarily via newsreels, radio, and newspapers.

They played at a time when white footballs were used for night games and when players would help remove the tarpaulin from the field before a game. They played at a time when a corporate box was something one dropped a donation into during the holidays, and the highest paid among them earned $25,000. They played in and dominated two leagues, hastening the demise of one and ushering in the golden age of the other.

They won more championships in a decade than all but a handful of franchises have won in their entire histories. They conquered an established league as no first-year team in any sport ever has, yet the accomplishments of their earlier teams that were just as good remain officially unrecognized and thus foolishly doubted. They were coached by a man who changed football in a number of significant ways, and many followed their playing years with careers as coaches in both colleges and the pros, including some who are among the greatest of all time.

They were the Cleveland Browns in the decade after World War II. Many are no doubt surprised to see them dubbed pro football’s greatest dynasty. Other great teams of more recent vintage are far better known, and the fact that Cleveland won games and championships with greater frequency than any of them will be an eye-opener to many.

The claim of greatest is not made lightly. A great deal of information is presented, both pro and con, and I believe it is presented in a fair and objective manner. The evidence is what ultimately led me to the conclusions I draw. Actually, the most startling thing about the research is how much new (to me) evidence I uncovered that led back to the Browns as the best.

I knew, for example, that the Browns were one of the first teams to break the color line in pro sports for good. What was especially revealing, however, was the degree to which practically every team’s performance in the postwar era correlated to how quickly and to what degree they signed black players. Without the trailblazing role the team played in signing black players, it is extremely difficult to imagine the Browns winning enough to have been the game’s greatest dynasty.

Similarly, I knew that the All-America Football Conference was a major league. Relative to the NFL, for example, it was far stronger than the American Football League of the 1960s was in its early years—and stronger than that league was for most, if not all, of its existence. Still, I was surprised to learn how well former AAFC players did in the NFL in 1950 and beyond after the merger of the two leagues. There, too, was a correlation that was stunning in its exactness: The NFL teams with the most AAFC players all improved in 1950, while those with the fewest all got worse.

Accomplished football historians have reached different conclusions and may continue to do so. I hope, however, the evidence presented here will expand the discussions and debates about which dynasty was the greatest.

Ultimately, though, this book is only partly a historical documentation of football’s greatest dynasty. To a greater degree, it is the story of a group of football players who collectively played at a phenomenal level of excellence for a long time. Some are among the best ever, while most were “merely” good enough to have productive pro careers. Their hopes, frustrations, happy memories, slights, camaraderie, disappointments, triumphs, and injuries are also part of the story.

Perhaps most lasting of all is the solidarity and support they gave each other as the first integrated major league team in the modern era of pro sports. This part of their story in many ways surpasses the far better known drama of Jackie Robinson’s joining the Brooklyn Dodgers, and not only because it happened a year earlier. Unlike the Dodgers, for example, not one white Cleveland player is known to have acted in opposition to having black teammates or demanded to be traded.

Overwhelmingly, in fact, the white Cleveland players speak of the team’s first two black players, Bill Willis and Marion Motley, with the utmost respect and fondness. For their part, Willis and Motley appear not to have ever mentioned any incidents of racial hostility on the part of their teammates in all of the interviews they did over a course of decades. And in a sport where the threat of serious physical injury is far greater than anything Robinson faced, the Browns rallied to ensure that the racially motivated blows directed at their black teammates—and there were many—did not go unanswered.

For all of that, the vast majority of the Browns from those ten years, Willis, Motley, and the other blacks included, point to the winning and the camaraderie most of all. Friendships were formed that last to this day, and the players who have participated in the many team reunions held over the years speak of those occasions as very special ones. Even those who have stayed relatively out of touch speak fondly of those years, both of the collective accomplishments on the playing field and of the togetherness.


CHAPTER
1

The Beginning

PAUL BROWN is the single most important figure in the history of the Cleveland Browns. His innovations and accomplishments are matched by few in the long history of professional football. As head coach, general manager, and part owner, Brown guided the Browns to seven championships and compiled a winning percentage of .767. Brown will forever be linked to the team that bears his name and that he led during their ten years of glory.

Without the daring of Arch Ward and Leo “Mickey” McBride, however, it is unlikely that Brown would have accomplished all that he did. Certainly he would not have done all that he did without the extraordinary circumstances he operated under at the beginning of his pro career. Except for the foresight of Ward and McBride, there might not have been a Cleveland Browns franchise. In fact, Ward, the visionary behind the All-America Football Conference, and McBride, the majority owner of the Browns at the team’s inception, are among the most overlooked of the men who helped shape pro football in the pivotal years after World War II.

It is easy to imagine Paul Brown achieving success without Ward, McBride, and the AAFC. Few people have been as driven to succeed in football as Brown. By the age of 35 he had already helped resurrect football at Ohio State University, long one of the elite programs in college football, coaching the Buckeyes to a national championship in just his second year as head coach.

There is no doubt, however, that Brown benefited greatly from what was an almost ideal situation in Cleveland. McBride was a money man who, at least where football was concerned, didn’t mind remaining in the background. Among other traits, he was smart enough to know what he didn’t know.

McBride was a fan drawn to the game late in life when his son enrolled at Notre Dame. He was attracted by the spectacle and excitement of the game and saw that it might also be a way to make money. McBride didn’t pretend to know the game. When he hired Brown, he did so precisely because he wanted someone to run the football side of the team. And in Brown he got someone who was both extremely knowledgeable and fanatically dedicated to success, someone who came with an already developed corporate organizational approach that would forever change pro football.

Arch Ward was the sports editor of the extremely influential Chicago Tribune, one of the largest-circulation daily newspapers in the United States. The Tribune was especially influential throughout the upper Midwestern part of the country. At the time, when virtually no one had a television and many people did not own radios, that influence was still quite exceptional.

By the 1930s, Ward had achieved a great deal of power at the Tribune. In addition to writing a regular column on the sports page, he had linked the Tribune’s name to two hugely successful and popular innovations: baseball’s All-Star Game and football’s College All-Star Game.

Begun in 1933, the major league All-Star Game was, by 1944, one of baseball’s hallowed traditions. In the first game played at Chicago’s Comiskey Park, Babe Ruth hit the very first home run of all-star competition. And in the decade since, the midsummer classic had already featured other fabled moments of the game’s history such as Carl Hubbell striking out five of the game’s best hitters in succession in 1934 and Ted Williams’s game-winning, bottom of the ninth home run in the midst of his great 1941 season. After just a few years, the game initiated by Ward was one that baseball fans looked forward to every season.

College football was second to baseball in popularity in 1934, and when the first College All-Star Game was played that year, it also was a rousing success. The game pitted the best of the previous year’s college seniors against the champions of the National Football League in an exhibition game played each summer in Chicago.

The game attracted interest in no small part because it brought together on the same field the two parts of the football world that had coexisted, sometimes uncomfortably, for decades. The first was the collegiate amateur game that had predominated since the first two football teams squared off against each other. The other was the professional game, consolidated in a league begun in 1920 and still struggling but slowly becoming more popular.

College seniors considered it an honor to be selected to play in the game. Elroy Hirsch said that being introduced in a spotlight in a darkened stadium before the game, with his college song playing over the loudspeakers, was the biggest thrill of a career that included an NFL championship and induction to the College and Pro Football Halls of Fame. For many of the collegians, it was a last hurrah for football, a chance for one last taste of gridiron glory.

Although they had only a few weeks of practice together before the game, the college all-stars had done fairly well in the game’s first decade. In the first ten games, the NFL champs had won five, the college all-stars three, and there had been two ties. Three of the all-stars’ defeats had been by fewer than 10 points.

And the game was more popular than even Ward had probably imagined when he first broached the idea. Ten of the first twelve games were played at massive, historic Soldier Field. The average attendance at those ten games was 85,000, and one year the game drew over 100,000.

But once-a-year all-star games were one thing. Starting a whole new sports league, as Ward proposed in 1944 with the All-America Football Conference, was something else altogether. There had been three such challenges to the National Football League in the quarter century after that league’s formation. By any account, the three previous ventures had all been failures. All had been dubbed the American Football League. None had lasted more than two seasons.

AFL I of 1926 begat a New York Yankees team (the briefly famous team of Red Grange and C. C. Pyle) that was absorbed into the NFL and then went under a short time later. AFL II had produced the Cleveland Rams, a franchise that went into the NFL in 1937 after one year of play even while AFL II continued for a second season before folding. AFL III of 1940–1941 had come and gone without making any visible impact on the NFL.

So the track record was not promising. Further clouding the prospects of success for a new professional football league was the frequently unstable nature of the NFL itself during its first twenty-five years. From a high of twenty-two franchises in 1926, the same year AFL I operated with an additional nine teams, the NFL was pared to ten teams by 1931. Many of the NFL’s franchises in smaller cities had gone under because of fan bases that were just not large enough, while others from larger cities fell by the wayside as the Great Depression deepened.

What stability the NFL had gained was again tossed upon rocky waters by the entry of the United States into World War II in 1941. Hundreds of NFL players and would-be players from the college ranks went into the military and thus watered down the talent available. Teams had to contend with travel restrictions and wartime shortages. Attendance declined and franchises struggled. Several teams merged and played for a while as one entity. Several others suspended operations.

Thus, late 1943 and early 1944 seemed an especially unlikely and risky time for Ward to propose a new league. Not only was the talent of the available player pool down appreciably, but some of the league’s teams were to be located in cities that already had struggling NFL teams. That meant competition for a declining fan base.

And since Ward from the outset emphasized that the new league would be national in scope (by which he meant it would include teams on the West Coast and in the Deep South, parts of the country the NFL had either ignored or failed in), an additional potential obstacle to success was created. For even if the war was over and travel restrictions lifted when play began, there remained the heretofore prohibitive costs of travel to points beyond the nation’s northeastern quadrant.

But Ward was a man with a vision, a healthy dose of tenacity, and, at least in some respects important to the new venture, a finger on the pulse of the country. He also seems to have familiarized himself with and learned from the mistakes of the three previous failed leagues, not to mention some of the NFL’s mistakes. For one thing, he was in touch with a group of men of means who wanted to own football teams and were willing to tolerate some initial financial setbacks.

Tony Morabito is a prime example. Rebuffed by the NFL in his efforts to bring a team to his native San Francisco, Morabito eagerly joined Ward’s venture early on. He became the backbone of the 49ers franchise for the first thirteen years of its existence and helped prove that San Francisco, derided by some in the NFL as a college football town, could support major league sports. And along with Los Angeles, the San Francisco experience would prove that with the rise of air travel, cities west of the Mississippi could be successfully integrated into a national sports league.

In addition, although the war would last until the summer of 1945, by 1944 Allied victory seemed inevitable. The announcement of the AAFC’s formation came at almost the same time as the Normandy invasion on D-Day. Ward was astute enough to realize that the time for laying the foundation for a new league was as the war was entering its final stages, not after it was over.

An organization with its planning completed that was ready to go at war’s end, Ward knew, would be better positioned to get off to the critical fast start than one that waited until peace was declared. Originally scheduled to begin play in 1945, Ward and the AAFC team owners wisely chose to wait another year. That allowed teams to develop more thoroughly, and it allowed the league to benefit from the sports attendance boom that followed demobilization as well as from the large numbers of players available in 1946 who would not have been the year before.

Ward also accurately anticipated, either through luck or foresight or some combination of both, some of the key sociological trends of the immediate postwar period. Unlike after World War I when, for a period of about five years, the United States experienced the economic depression that swept the globe, the downturn that hit the country after World War II was relatively short and far less severe. That was partly because the working class was better organized, or at least unionized to a greater degree. And while thousands of the country’s best organizers from the Industrial Workers of the World and the Socialist Party were in prison at the end of World War I for antiwar work, no similar repression of the working class took place during World War II.

The winter and spring of 1946 were, to be sure, very difficult for many people. There was a widespread sense among workers that they had done the work of winning the war, in the factories and on the battlefields, while many corporations had unfairly earned unprecedented profits. At one point in 1946 there were more workers on strike in the United States than there had ever been anywhere, before or since, in all of history.

But labor peace was soon the order of the day. Unions born amid the militancy of the 1930s were, by 1945–1946, consolidated under captains of labor who sought peace with their cohorts in industry. Much that had been won was surrendered. Much more that might have been won was bargained away. What was gained, although it was not really a larger percentage of the pie given that the pie had grown so much larger during the war, was, anyway, more pie in the form of wages and a material living standard higher than workers anywhere had ever had.

Lots of people suddenly had both more money and more time. Leisure time entered the sociological lexicon. Advertising became one of the country’s most conspicuous growth industries. Especially intrusive was advertising that stressed the desirability, the civic responsibility even, of spending one’s money and leisure time on entertaining oneself. As men were far more likely to be both sports fans and higher wage earners, entertainment often took the form of attending sports events. The All-America Football Conference was just one of the beneficiaries of a huge sports attendance boom that began in 1946.

Dozens of men who would play in the AAFC and thousands of others who would be among the league’s paying customers were in the military well past the war’s official end on September 2, 1945. By the opening of the 1946 football season a year later, however, the vast majority of them were home. During that time the AAFC’s ownership groups signed coaches and players, rented stadiums, sold tickets, and publicized the league’s coming.

Ward had originally envisioned the new league as a partnership with the NFL modeled after the relationship between the National and American Leagues in baseball. In Ward’s conception of the venture, the two leagues would have a common draft, interleague play, salary limits for players, and no raiding. Begun by separate interests twenty-five years apart, major league baseball’s two leagues reached agreement after several years of intense warfare at the beginning of the twentieth century. Almost half a century later, the two leagues still played separate schedules, were overseen by separate management structures, and met on the field only in exhibitions, the All-Star Game, and the World Series. Yet they existed under one umbrella, and Ward’s rather naive hope was that sooner rather than later the NFL would welcome the AAFC in as an equal partner.

The NFL quickly shot down the possibility of any such relationship with the AAFC. Almost from the outset, then, the new league was in competition with the NFL for players, newspaper and radio exposure, and, in the four cities where the leagues would compete head to head, fans. And despite an official policy to the contrary, the AAFC was very aggressive in pursuing NFL players.

The NFL’s rejection of the AAFC, stated in particularly unflattering terms by Commissioner Elmer Layden when he suggested that the new league “get a football first,” was perhaps the opening salvo in the war between the leagues. But it was the AAFC’s aggressive pursuit of players coming out of college as well as those already belonging to NFL teams that escalated matters to the acrimonious level that would mark the relationship between the two leagues until the end of 1949.

Like Tony Morabito, Mickey McBride had actively sought ownership of an NFL franchise. His efforts to buy the Cleveland Rams from millionaire supermarket heir Dan Reeves came to naught. Having caught the football bug while his son was a student at Notre Dame, McBride was not easily deterred, however. He had been through newspaper circulation wars in Chicago at a time when those wars were quite literally shooting ones, and he did not flinch at the prospect of going up against the National Football League. McBride had known Ward in Chicago, and when he learned that Ward was putting together a new football league, he enthusiastically put up the money for a franchise for Cleveland.

In his mid-fifties at the time, McBride was a wealthy man. His first big money came as he climbed his way up the Hearst newspaper organization. After establishing himself in Chicago, McBride went to work for Hearst in Cleveland. He settled there, continued to do well financially, and along the way became the principal owner of the Yellow-Zone Cab Company. After the Browns got started and Paul Brown had extra players beyond the roster limit that he wanted to hold onto and not risk losing to other teams, McBride put them on the Yellow-Zone payroll and the “taxi squad” was born.

Utilizing his newspaper connections, McBride also began operating a wire service that provided horse racing information. Perhaps then, or perhaps earlier in Chicago, he also became acquainted with and had business relations with organized crime figures. In the 1950s, while still the majority owner of the Browns, McBride was called to testify before the Kefauver Commission, a Senate committee headed by Estes Kefauver that was investigating organized crime. McBride was never arrested or indicted as a result of the investigations, but he did sell his interest in the Browns not long after being called to testify.

Notre Dame was in the midst of its greatest period of success in the 1940s, and McBride’s first candidate for the head coaching job of his new Cleveland franchise was Fighting Irish coach Frank Leahy. Already a legendary figure as both player and coach at Notre Dame, Leahy was then on leave from his job and in the Navy. McBride aggressively pursued Leahy, and the two shook hands over an agreement that would make Leahy coach and general manager.

High-level administrators at Notre Dame objected as soon as they got wind of the deal, however. They appealed to McBride’s sense of loyalty to his first football love and the old alma mater (his son’s, anyway). McBride backed off, and Leahy eventually coached Notre Dame to still further glory in the late 1940s.

With Leahy out of the picture, McBride then asked Cleveland sportswriter John Dietrich whom he should consider for the coaching job. Without hesitating, Dietrich recommended Paul Brown. Not knowing much about Brown, McBride got in touch with Ward and asked his opinion. Ward replied that he thought Brown an excellent choice. Working at the largest newspaper in Big Ten country, Ward knew very well who Brown was from his accomplishments at Ohio State.

Ward knew, if McBride did not, that Brown was Ohio through and through. Brown was born and raised in Norwalk, about halfway between Cleveland and Toledo. He had attended first Ohio State and then Miami University in Oxford, where he played quarterback on the football team. For nine years he coached one of the most successful high school football teams in the country, Washington High School in Massillon (commonly known as Massillon High).

During Brown’s tenure, Massillon compiled an 81–7–2 record and won six state championships. Brown’s teams were so dominating that a number of Ohio’s other high school coaches petitioned Ohio State to hire Brown when the Buckeyes head job became vacant in 1941. Massillon was a tremendously popular team at the gate. In fact, after the school’s stadium was enlarged in the late 1930s, the team averaged more than 20,000 per home game—a figure that was higher than every college in Ohio except Ohio State and a number of NFL teams.

Because of his great success at Massillon and in three years at Ohio State (one of which was a national championship season), Brown was, by the time McBride was looking for a coach, the most visible and respected football figure in Ohio. And Ohio was the birthplace of professional football. The American Professional Football Association, forerunner of the NFL, had been founded just a few miles from Massillon in Canton in 1919.

In fact, Ohio had established itself as the country’s hotbed of football. People in the state’s large cities, in its small towns, and on its farms were passionate about the game. Ohioans followed baseball and other sports too but seemed to care first and foremost about football. They were ahead of their time in that sense, anticipating by decades the love affair with the game that would blossom in the country as a whole after the midpoint of the century.

In several different seasons in the first ten years of the NFL, as many as seven of the league’s franchises had been based in Ohio. In all, ten different cities in the state had been represented by an NFL team for at least one season. Ohio, Ward knew, was a place where lots of people loved football, and with a team based in what was then the state’s largest city, one that held great potential for the success of his new league.

So the hiring of Brown to coach the AAFC’s Cleveland franchise made sense to Ward, not just because of Brown’s outstanding football credentials but also because of the iconic status he had achieved in his home state. That would mean spectators, perhaps lots of them. Those spectators might help tilt the balance in the AAFC’s favor, for Cleveland was one of the places where the new league would be going head to head with the NFL.

A new team would need every advantage in a battle with the Rams. Brown’s reputation and following would be important to the AAFC’s efforts to overcome the advantages the Rams enjoyed from having played in the city for almost a decade. It would be additionally important because Cleveland was the smallest of the four venues where the AAFC would take on the NFL.

Although near its population apex with approximately 900,000 residents as World War II was ending, Cleveland was nowhere near as populous as New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, the three other cities where the AAFC would compete directly with the older league. Those other cities were large enough that more than one team might be able to survive, perhaps even thrive. Compounding matters in Cleveland was the fact that fans there had thus far been quite frugal in their support of the pro game.

One additional factor that would soon become apparent and aid the AAFC cause was Brown’s fanatical commitment to football success. He was no aging legend, coasting and looking back at the best of his coaching accomplishments. He was only in his mid-thirties, young for a pro coach, and he was hungry and determined. Football and the desire to be the absolute best consumed Brown as it did few others, and when he did eventually arrive in Cleveland, he was on a mission for new, greater football worlds to conquer.

Those looking ahead to the possibility that there might be only one survivor in an AAFC-NFL war in Cleveland were proven correct, and far more quickly than anyone anticipated. Months before the Browns played their first game and just weeks after the Rams won the 1945 NFL championship, the matter was resolved when the Rams left for Los Angeles. It was an early and decisive victory for the new league, one gained with nary a shot being fired.

Although the Rams’ primary reason for leaving was that they never really achieved box office success in Cleveland, the groundswell of support that grew under McBride and Brown’s new team was a major contributing factor. Much of that support was due to the reputation of Paul Brown in Ohio and the way he went about putting together the pieces of the new franchise.

Actually, Brown’s popularity and football acumen were the source of some controversy when it was announced he was forsaking a return to Ohio State from the Navy to accept a pro job. The Buckeyes, after all, were the first love of many football fans in Ohio. The pro and semi-pro teams that came and went in the industrial cities and the small towns were a definite part of the state’s football landscape, but, on five or so Saturdays every autumn, Ohio Stadium in Columbus was the place for football.

Ohio State was the big time, bigger than all those NFL teams in Toledo and Canton and Akron and Cincinnati put together. Yet suddenly there was Brown, the very man who had brought Ohio State to glory just a few years before and who, it was certain, once the war was over and he was back on the sidelines, would lead the school and the state to even greater heights, leaving to take a job in some pro league that few people even knew much about.

Brown had left Ohio State after three seasons to go into the Navy. His assumption was that he would return to Columbus after his military service, and university officials verbally assured him that that was the case. Matters became more complicated, however, after Ohio State had an outstanding season in 1944, the first season after Brown’s departure.

Behind Heisman Trophy winner Les Horvath, Brown’s successor Carroll Widdoes coached Ohio State to an unbeaten season, a conference championship, and a number two ranking behind Army in the national polls. It was then, according to Brown, that Ohio State athletic director Lynn St. John began to equivocate about Brown’s return in 1945.

Around the same time, Ward, at the behest of McBride, showed up at the Great Lakes Naval Center in Illinois where Brown was stationed and, to nobody’s surprise, was the head football coach. Ward pitched the new league, McBride, the credibility and enthusiasm of the other ownership groups, and the possibilities in Cleveland. Brown liked what he heard and was not happy with the response from Ohio State when he pressed further about his return there.

In no time McBride and Dan Sherby, one of the franchise’s minority owners, met with Brown to talk terms. Their offer was unprecedented for a professional football coach: $25,000 per year for five years guaranteed, no matter what happened to the franchise or the league; a 5% owner’s share of the franchise; and a monthly stipend of $1,500 that would begin immediately and continue for as long as Brown was in the Navy.

Of equal or even greater importance to Brown, McBride agreed to Brown’s demand that he have absolute control of the football part of the organization. He had had much, but not all, of that kind of control at Massillon and Ohio State. With a pro franchise, if he didn’t have to answer to the owner, he could build a team and not have to worry about trustees, administrators, alumni, or anybody else.

There would still be tests to pass, rules to follow, and standards to meet, but Brown and nobody else would devise and implement them. He would be his own administration and board of trustees and, since the team was just starting, the alumni, too. McBride could promote the team, sell tickets, advertise, attend league meetings, hire front office staff, and do anything and everything else on the business side. But Paul Brown and only Paul Brown would make all decisions regarding the team. Once the contracts were signed, for all intents and purposes right down to its name, the team was Paul Brown’s.

The reaction among some in Ohio was to accuse Brown of betraying the state’s number one football institution. While Brown blamed St. John and traded potshots with Widdoes, the brunt of the criticism was directed at him. The vituperation would eventually die down, only to rise again when Brown signed a number of Ohio State players who had college eligibility remaining to Cleveland contracts. The hard feelings of some alumni persisted for years.

In spite of that, at several times during the early years of Brown’s tenure with Cleveland, stories would surface of his possible return to the head coaching job at Ohio State. Brown later said that he seriously considered returning when the AAFC hit particularly rocky waters in 1949. He never did, however, and the legacy of Paul Brown in Columbus among the university community of the 1940s was a mixed one. He had guided the team to a national championship, but, in the eyes of the Buckeyes’ biggest supporters, he also left prematurely and took some of the school’s best players with him.

Brown did not wait for his Navy discharge to begin the business of building an organization. Virtually all of the coaches and a vast majority of the players he signed were men he had seen in action firsthand somewhere in his time as a coach. Players and coaches from Massillon, Ohio State, and Great Lakes (the military was abundantly rich in football talent during the war) and players those teams played against would make up the backbone of the early Cleveland teams.

Of Cleveland’s original coaching staff, Blanton Collier was probably Brown’s most significant hire. Collier was as fanatically obsessed with the technical aspects of football as Brown was with the organizational. A Kentucky native, Collier had starred in football at Georgetown College in his home state, after which he began a long stretch as football and basketball coach at a nearby high school.

Collier entered the Navy during the war and ended up at Great Lakes. He attended the football practices there and met Brown when Brown grew curious about who this spectator was who was so intently watching his team practice. Collier would work a long stint as a Cleveland assistant, would have a very successful stint as the head coach of the Browns after succeeding Brown, and would work in an informal capacity for the team after his retirement from coaching almost until his death in 1983.

Collier’s original post with the Browns was as backfield coach, and his specialty was pass defense. His work was largely responsible for the fact that from 1946 until the late 1950s, Cleveland’s defense against the pass was football’s best. Collier’s knowledge of virtually anything and everything having to do with football so impressed Brown, however, that the head coach quickly granted Collier free reign with all of the team’s players.

Collier’s demeanor was very different from Brown’s. He was patient and kind, and he went out of his way to be considerate of the feelings of the players. In contrast to the biting sarcasm Brown often employed, Collier favored constructive suggestions. He seems to have believed that just, about anybody good enough to make it as far as a pro football training camp could learn the skills required to become at least a serviceable pro player. Oddly enough, that attitude was both in contradiction to and a reinforcement of a prime tenet of Brown’s that held that just about every player was a replaceable part of the overall machine.

“Everything had to be perfect; he was a stickler on perfection—but at the same time, he had great patience,” Otto Graham said of Collier. “If I made a mistake, we would keep working—he would try to draw it out of me—give me every possible chance.”

When former players talk about Collier, they invariably use words like fatherly to describe his relationship with them. Others likened him to a favorite old college professor. Several different generations of Cleveland players, men like defensive tackle Don Colo and defensive end Bill Glass, thought Collier a football genius, while others including Graham considered him “brilliant.”

“He taught us how important defensive football was, at a time when people weren’t talking about defense,” defensive back Tom Colella, an original Brown, said of Collier. “He and Paul Brown made defensive football what it is today. The other teams all copied them, and today everybody emphasizes defense.”

“He was absolutely amazing in his ability to teach the details of all 22 positions,” said Dick Schafrath, a standout offensive tackle in the 1960s. “I don’t think anyone has ever concentrated so much on the teaching aspect of athletics.”

The patience and thoughtfulness Collier showed the players seems, on the surface, to be a luxury only an assistant can afford. Part of Brown’s job, and the job of any head coach, was to be the tough guy that enforces the rules and makes the hard decisions that some players invariably resent.

According to many players who played for Collier during his eight years as Cleveland’s head coach, however, that appears not to have been true in his case, or at least nowhere near as true as with other coaches. He was a player’s coach and a highly successful one, both as an assistant and as head man, and the contributions he made to Cleveland’s ten-year dynasty in his first stint with the Browns were enormous.

Another of the assistant coaches Brown hired was Fritz Heisler. Heisler played for Brown at Massillon and was an undersized but outstanding guard at Miami University. He then worked under Brown at both Massillon and Ohio State before going into the service, where he coached football at DePauw University under the Navy’s V-5 program.

At DePauw, Heisler coached Bob Steuber, a back who had played previously at the University of Missouri. Under Heisler, Steuber led the nation in scoring in 1943, and Brown signed Steuber to play for Cleveland in 1946 at Heisler’s urging.

Heisler began as a guard coach with the Browns and remained with the team until 1970. In his early years with the team, which were also the last years of single platoon football, he worked with the team’s guards on both offense and defense. In the 1950s, when the evolution to the two platoon system was complete, he became the offensive line coach. Few teams have had as many outstanding linemen over an extended period as the Browns did during Heisler’s tenure.

Many of the players he coached credited Heisler with playing a key role in their success. On defense, he tutored Bill Willis, Weldon Humble, and others who played in the middle of Cleveland’s great defense. Even after he became strictly an offensive coach, Heisler would offer tips to defensive players. Paul Wiggin, a defensive end in the 1960s, said of Heisler that “he was one of the most brilliant technicians that ever walked the face of the earth.”

It was on offense that Heisler really made his mark, though. Cleveland’s guard play on offense was as important a factor in the team’s success in their dynasty years as any. Lin Houston, Ed Ulinski, Bob Gaudio, Abe Gibron, and Humble were among those who opened holes for Marion Motley and Cleveland’s other backs. Motley won rushing titles in 1948 and 1950 and compiled the highest career yards per carry average in the game’s history.

Heisler’s guards were also an instrumental part of revolutionizing pass protection with the pass pocket, or cup, as it was originally called. Previously, pass blocking was done haphazardly. Brown, Heisler, and the players on the Cleveland line coordinated it, and pass protection as it is done to this day was born.

“Nobody touches Graham” was the line’s chant as the line broke huddle, and for ten years they were as good as their word. That protection was a significant part of the great advances by the Browns as they ushered in the modern passing game. Heisler’s tutelage, although like the play of the line itself often overlooked, was crucial.

The first player Brown contacted about playing for his team was quarterback Otto Graham, a native of Waukegan, Illinois. Graham was the son of music teachers and as a boy was proficient at several instruments, most notably the French horn. He was also an outstanding all-around athlete who, in addition to his football prowess, excelled in basketball. He played basketball as well as football at Northwestern University, and he played for the 1945–1946 Rochester Royals, champions of the National Basketball League, one of the major league predecessors of the National Basketball Association.

Graham was an even better football player. He led Northwestern as a three-year starter and was runner-up for the 1943 Heisman Trophy. He was drafted by the Detroit Lions of the NFL, but he entered the service upon graduation before signing a contract or playing a pro game.

Brown remembered Graham from Ohio State’s games with Northwestern, as the Graham-led Wildcats were one of the few Big Ten teams to defeat the Buckeyes during that time. Brown particularly remembered a play where Graham stopped and turned after running to his left and threw accurately and with authority to complete a long pass back to his right.

In talking of the other skills that led him to build his new team around Graham, Brown mentioned “poise, ball-handling, and distinct qualities of leadership.” He was also impressed by his quarterback’s great peripheral vision. Ara Parseghian played halfback alongside Graham for two years and said that as a passer, in addition to arm strength and accuracy, Graham also “had the kind of touch for a quarterback that was way ahead of his time.”

“He threw a beautiful ball,” Parseghian said. “He had the ability to lead you perfectly, or to drop the ball just over the defenders into your hands.”

“Oh they were soft,” Dante Lavelli said of Graham’s passes. “I used to catch a lot of them one-handed. He had great touch in his hands.”

Graham “could feather the short one, throw a bullet over the middle, and launch the long ball, all with equal finesse,” Browns broadcaster Ken Coleman said. “Graham was the best all-around athlete I ever saw.”

Longtime teammate Lou Groza noted that “Otto was physically and mentally tough.” That statement was born out by the penchant Graham would develop for leading his team back from deficits to victory, as well as by the remarkable fact that in an era when quarterbacks, like other players, were fair game for being hit just about anytime anywhere, Graham never missed a game in his ten-year pro career.

“I remember a couple of games, I mean he really took some shots,” halfback Chet Hanulak recalled. “He was the type of guy, no matter how bad he was getting beat up, you would never know it. He never got upset.” That toughness and refusal to criticize or blame teammates, Hanulak thought, was one of the traits that made Graham such a great leader.

“I don’t think anybody ever let up or let him down because you knew he always gave 100%,” Hanulak said. “And if he did, you were certainly going to do the same thing. And I think that was the attitude we had on offense, that he was the leader and the ultimate leader, and he kind of set the pace and you better follow the pace.”

“Otto instilled the desire to win right there on the field,” is how Lin Houston put it.

As he would do with several players he really wanted, Brown offered Graham a contract that, like his own, included a monthly payment for the duration of Graham’s military stint as well as a salary and a signing bonus that were both higher than the NFL standard. Overwhelmed, Graham immediately signed, forsaking the established NFL. He would look back on his decision to go with the Browns and the AAFC as one of the best and most important of his life.

Martins Ferry, Ohio, native Lou Groza was busy as a surgical technician in Leyte and Okinawa and other points east in 1945. Like Graham, Groza was an outstanding athlete. He led his high school to state championships in both basketball and football. His brother Alex was one of the best basketball players of that era and enjoyed a distinguished career at the University of Kentucky, where he gained All-American honors and played on two national championship teams. Groza had played only freshman football as a tackle and placekicker at Ohio State before going into the service, but nonetheless he made a lasting impression on Brown.

One day, in between taking care of wounded soldiers, Groza received a package from Brown. It contained some footballs, a contract, and a letter encouraging him to keep his strong right leg in shape. Groza did so by kicking the balls up and down the various Pacific beaches he and his platoon were in the process of securing. Groza, too, signed with little hesitation. When he returned to the States, he began what remains the second longest playing career in the history of pro football.

Dante Lavelli was another player signed by Cleveland who had played at Ohio State during the Paul Brown era. Lavelli was a sophomore end on the Buckeyes’ 1942 national championship team and went into the Army the following spring. Upon returning from Europe, Lavelli attended an NFL game between the New York Giants and Washington Redskins at the Polo Grounds in 1945. He was pleasantly surprised to find his former Ohio State teammate Sam Fox, a player who had played behind him on the Buckeyes, playing end for the Giants.

“I thought if he could make the grade, so could I,” Lavelli said. “So when Paul offered me the chance, I was ready.”

Something else that Lavelli saw in that game became an important part of Cleveland’s passing game beginning the following year. Steve Bagarus was one of Sammy Baugh’s favorite receivers with Washington at the time. Lavelli watched as time and again, Bagarus got open on sideline patterns. A relatively simple pattern, it was something new in pro football, where the running game was still the preferred mode of moving the ball. When he returned to his home in Ohio after being discharged, Lavelli spent many hours on his own practicing and improvising on the sideline pattern.

That kind of tenacity would not have surprised anyone who played with Lavelli. As an infantryman, Lavelli had survived the horror of the Battle of the Bulge. Expecting to come of age at a leafy college campus, he had instead done so with his life on the line. Years later he would joke that in all his years as a player he had never run as fast on a football field as he had in the forests of France. But, in those horrific wintry months of December 1944 and January 1945, it had not been funny at all.

Six-foot-three-inch, 200-pound end Mac Speedie from Utah was another player Cleveland signed early on. Speedie was afflicted with Perthes disease as a boy, a serious leg condition that required him to wear a brace for four years. He eventually made a complete recovery, although he was left with one leg that was shorter than the other. A few years after overcoming the disease, one that could have left him unable to walk for life, Speedie became proficient at sports.

Speedie was one of the best athletes in Salt Lake City schoolboy history and in the history of the University of Utah. He excelled at basketball and football and was one of the fastest NCAA low and high hurdlers in the early 1940s. Once, he finished second in a race in which the winner set an NCAA record.

Speedie entered the Army in 1942 and played against Great Lakes, where Brown was impressed with his skills. He was big and strong, had great speed and jumping ability, and possessed the strong but soft hands that are the hallmark of the great receivers. According to Lavelli, the bout with Perthes may have benefited Speedie as a football player in that “it gave him an odd gait in which he could fake plays without even trying.”

Speedie also had a healthy combination of determination and boyish enthusiasm. The determination helped him through his childhood ailment, while the enthusiasm was best expressed when he said, “I didn’t know whether I was good enough to play with the big boys or not. I’ve never got over the feeling of happiness that hit me when I found I was.”

Very quickly, Speedie became one of the biggest boys in all of pro football. Writers seeing him for the first time regularly likened him to Don Hutson, the absolute highest praise for a receiver of the postwar era. Browns linebacker Tony Adamle said Speedie was “the guy I think was the greatest end who ever lived,” an opinion seconded by longtime Browns defensive back Tommy James.

“I covered the guy every day in practice [and] I never saw a better receiver than Mac Speedie,” James said. Linebacker Alex Agase called Speedie a “gamebreaker” and recalled the difficulty the outstanding Cleveland linebacking corps had containing him in practice.

“We tried to jam those people in practice all the time,” Agase said of Speedie, Lavelli, and Dub Jones. “You couldn’t touch Mac Speedie. He was like a ghost. He was quick and he could just fake you out and everything. He was one of the premier receivers of that time.”

Perhaps more than any of his teammates, Speedie also had an independent spirit that led him to occasionally clash with Brown. The two would eventually part acrimoniously, apparently never seeing or speaking to each other in the almost four decades from Speedie’s departure until Brown’s death. But in his time with the Browns, Speedie was the best receiver in football.

One









































OPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OPS/images/9781589796164.jpg
THE BEST SHOW IN

LR [ " UEME v oIARR O TRED,

- eﬁlsgﬂ\‘}——i-—“‘ {“" 'E"”'n, S

' il 4 ;4*‘

S, :_.._..__—‘-t}_\—‘

ANDY PIASCII(









OPS/images/pub.jpg
TayLoR TRADE PUBLISHING
Lanham « New York * Boulder * Toronto * Plymouth, UK





