
Cleveland Browns Football

The Cleveland Browns wrapped up the 2013 NFL season a week ago and it was a familiar one
for Browns fans.

  

The team finished at 4-12, the 12th time the Browns have had double-digit losses in a season
since returning to the NFL in 1999. This was also the 10th time in the past 11 years that the
team won two or less divisional games and their 3-5 home record means the Browns still have
not posted at least four home wins in consecutive seasons.

  

But it is not all bad news in Berea. Browns owner Jimmy Haslam and team CEO Joe Banner
are currently undertaking a thorough and exhaustive search for a head coach to replace Rob
Chudzinski, who was fired a year after Haslam and Banner undertook a thorough and
exhaustive search that led them to hire Chudzinski.

  

And the Browns hold 10 draft picks in the 2014 NFL Draft, including two in the first round and
seven total in the first four rounds.

  

So before we turn the page to next season, let’s look back and some things that went right and
some that went wrong for the Browns in 2014.

      

What went right: Josh Gordon and Jordan Cameron

  

 1 / 3



Cleveland Browns Football

Gordon earned a Pro Bowl selection as well as a first-team All Pro nod after leading the NFLand setting a franchise record in receiving yards with 1,646. His 18.9 yards per catch was thebest of anyone who caught more than 32 passes, he had the most receptions of 20-plus yards(30) and was fourth in yards after the catch with 619. And he did it all while missing the first twogames of the season due to a league-mandated suspension.  We’ve seen a few people refer to Gordon as the best wide receiver in franchise history. We arenot old enough to remember Paul Warfield in his prime, but the Hall of Fame wide receiveraveraged 21.9 yards per reception and nine touchdowns a year from 1966 through 1972 – anera when passing the ball was not a team’s first (or even second) option.   While Gordon has a ways to go before he can be mentioned in the same sentence withWarfield, a few more years like the one he had this year and he will definitely be in thediscussion.  Cameron will be joining Gordon in Hawaii after finishing third among tight ends (and tops in theAFC) with 80 receptions. He was second overall in yards (917), and had eight touchdownreceptions.   And in one of those weird stats that don’t mean anything but are still fun to point out, Cameronbecame the first player in franchise history to catch a touchdown pass from four different peoplein the same season.  Key quote: “What a waste of a draft pick.” – Mike Lombardi after the Browns selected Gordon inthe 2012 supplemental draft.  What went wrong: Davone Bess and Greg Little  Not only is it surprising that Gordon and Cameron put up top numbers while catching passesfrom the likes of Jason Campbell, Brandon Weeden and Brian Hoyer, but that they did it whilelining up with Bess and Little.  The Browns traded for Bess during the NFL Draft in April and, for some unexplained reason,handed him a three-year contract extension. Bess finished the season with 42 receptions forjust 362 yards and two touchdowns, dropped the second-most passes in the NFL this seasonwith 14, and missed the final two games of the season because of personal reasons. Add it allup, and he was second-worst wide receiver in the NFL according to Football Outsiders .   Bess was saved from being the lowest-ranked receiver only because Little picked up that honor.The third-year receiver posted career lows in receptions (41) and yards (465). Over the finalseven weeks of the season, coincidently the same timeframe that the front office was reportedlypaying attention to this year’s team, Little had two or fewer receptions six times.  Key quote: “We believe this is a move that will immediately upgrade our football team and, aswe have throughout the off-season, we are committed to improving our club through all possiblemeans.” – CEO Joe Banner in announcing the trade for Bess.  What went right: Joe Haden and T.J. Ward  Haden and Ward were both named second-team All Pro, with Haden picking up a Pro Bowl spotwhile Ward is a Pro Bowl alternate selection.  Haden easily had his best year and it wasn’t just because of his four interceptions and 21defended passes. When you look at the players he covered on a weekly basis – and what hedid against them – it’s odd that Haden’s name isn’t included in the discussion about the bestcornerbacks in the NFL.   During the season Haden faced Detroit’s Calvin Johnson (first-team All Pro), Cincinnati’s A.J.Green (second-team All Pro) and Pittsburgh’s Antonio Brown (second-team All Pro) and shutthem down:        -  Johnson averaged six receptions and 113 yards when not facing Cleveland this season.Haden held him to two receptions for 25 yards.       -  Green averaged 6.5 receptions and 100 yards when not facing Cleveland. In two gamesagainst the Browns, Haden held him to nine receptions for 58 yards.       -  Brown had six receptions for 92 yards in his lone meeting with Haden, the only receiver ofthe three to approach his season average.     More impressively, Haden held the three receivers, who combined for 31 touchdown receptions,to just one touchdown catch.  Ward was Pro Football Focus’ fourth-ranked safety this year and was one of the Browns mostreliable defenders. He had 121 tackles – including a team-best 94 solo tackles – and 15 tacklesfor loss. He also returned an interception as well as a fumble for a touchdown.  “(T.J.) does his job,” Haden said on the team’s website . “He controls the defense (and) mentalerrors never really happen. His run support is good. He does a really good job as our strongsafety.”  Ward is also scheduled to be a free agent and there is no indication as to whether or not theBrowns want to bring him back.  Key quote: “Browns first-round pick Joe Haden has not been impressive in camps and might nothave enough speed to play corner.” – Mike Lombardi writing at NFL.com during training camp in2010.  What went wrong: The running game  

The Browns have been a member of the NFL since 1950 and this was, by far, the worst rushingseason in franchise history.  Willis McGahee “led” the Browns in rushing with 377 yards – the fewest rushing yards to leadthe team since Ray Renfro’s 352 yards in 1953. (Although Renfro only ran the ball 60 times thatseason and averaged 5.9 yards per carry. McGahee? He averaged 2.7).  The Browns were 27th in the NFL with just 86.4 rushing yards per game and rushed for aleague-low four touchdowns. Things were so bad that (too) many fans were excited aboutEdwin Baker, a seventh-round draft pick who was on three teams this season, thinking he is theanswer simply because he was better than what the Browns were trotting out for most of theseason.  And while we know that the running game is supposed to not matter anymore in the NFL, six ofthe top 10 rushing teams this season made the playoffs.  Things took a turn toward the bizarre after Week 2 when the Browns traded starting runningback Trent Richardson to Indianapolis for the Colts’ first-round draft pick in 2014. Despite onlyplaying two games for the Browns this year, Richardson ended up as the team’s fourth-leadingrusher and still outperformed his primary replacements on the Browns – McGahee and Baker.  While Richardson is most likely never going to live up to being the third overall selection in thedraft, the Browns front office and (too) many fans have already chalked this trade up as a winfor the Browns because they acquired another first-round draft pick.   But since returning to the NFL in 1999, the Browns have made 16 picks in the first round of thedraft and only four of those picks have turned into actual good players (although the jury is stillout on Barkevious Mingo).  So why is it a given that this front office will turn that pick into anything other than another bust?  Key quote: “I think (the trade) puts us in a very good position to have made some real progressand to be in very good cap shape going into next season.” – CEO Joe Banner in announcingthe Trent Richardson trade.  What went right: Joe Thomas and Alex Mack  

There’s really not much else to say or write about Joe Thomas, who has simply been theBrowns best player since being drafted in 2007.  Thomas made the Pro Bowl this year for the seventh time and was named first-team All Pro forthe fourth time. He is so good, he isn’t worried about speaking his mind about the current stateof the dysfunctional team that hands him his pay check.  “You look at the great franchises. They don’t fire your coach after the first season,” 
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Thomassaid after the season finale in Pittsburgh. “Anytime you hit the rest button, it severely damages the organization and it lengthens theamount of time that it takes to get back to the playoffs and turn the team into a consistentwinner.”  As for Mack, he finally got the recognition he deserved for being one of the best centers in thegame, earning a spot in the Pro Bowl and being named second-team All Pro.   Oh, and like T.J. Ward, Mack is set to become a free agent after this season. Since beingdrafted in 2009, Mack has not only started every game, he’s done it having to place twice a yearagainst the likes of Baltimore’s Haloti Ngata, Pittsburgh’s Casey Hampton and Cincinnati’sGeno Atkins.  Despite all that, the current front office decided that Mack needed to “prove himself” before theywere willing to talk about a contract extension. (Odd, though, that no such criteria existed forBess or backup offensive guard John Greco before they received their contract extensions.)  Now that Mack put up such a monster year the Browns will have to dip even deeper into theirbig pile of unused cap space to bring him back. Pro Bowl players in the prime of their careersdon’t hit the free agent market very often (if ever), and if the Browns don’t bring Mack back it willcreate yet another hole for the team to fill. And since Mack is one of the best players at hisposition, how exactly are the Browns going to improve at such a key spot? And when was thelast time the Browns had a free agent that you actually cared about the team resigning, let alonetwo of them?  Remember that next season when Mack is in San Francisco and Ward replaces Troy Polamaluin Pittsburgh.  Key quote: "He’s one of the best centers in the NFL, and if we don’t bring him back, we (will)have a big hole to fill at center, which is one of the most important positions on the offensiveline. He has to be one of the best in the NFL at understanding the mental side of the game andgetting everybody on the same page blocking-wise.” – Browns left tackle Joe Thomas on Mack.  What went wrong: The quarterback play  

The Browns went into the season will to give Brandon Weeden a chance to show that hisstruggles as a rookie where due in large part to having to play in Pat Shurmur’s antiquatedoffense.  Two games into the season the Browns realized that it was Weeden, not the system, that wasthe problem, setting off a season-long carousel at quarterback.  First up was Brian Hoyer, a quarterback who had been released by New England (supposedlythe greatest and smartest organization in the NFL), Pittsburgh (pretty good at personaldecisions) and Arizona. Any team in the league could have picked up Hoyer, but only theBrowns were interested.  Hoyer took advantage of not being Brandon Weeden, facing Christian Ponder in his first gameas the Browns starting quarterback and being from Cleveland to win over Browns fans during atwo-game winning streak.   Hoyer’s season ended with a torn ACL against Buffalo, spinning the carousel back to Weedenbefore landing on Jason Campbell. After posting a “moral victory” in his first start (this isCleveland, apparently we don’t ask for real wins from our quarterbacks), Campbell settled inand played like what he is, a career backup, posting a 1-7 record as starting quarterback.  Despite a trio of quarterbacks that would not start for another team in the NFL, and thanks tothe non-existent running game, the Browns attempted the most passes in the league thisseason despite being just 31st in completion percentage, 29th in yards per attempt, seventh ininterceptions thrown, third in sacks allowed and 25th in quarterback rating.  Collectively, the power trio the Browns started at quarterback combined for just 25 touchdownpasses while throwing 20 interceptions and completing just 55 percent of their passes.Campbell was 34th in completion percentage (out of 37 quarterbacks) and, coming in at 37, wasWeeden. They were also sacked 49 times, which, taken collectively, was the second highesttotal in the NFL.  Is it any wonder this team went 4-12?  Key quote: “I’m going to go out there with confidence. I’m not going to be timid. I’m going to goout there and play hard and leave it on the line and take the chances I did and always have.” –quarterback Brandon Weeden.  What went wrong: The new guys  

The Browns made a lot of noise in the off-season, signing linebacker Paul Kruger to a deal thatguaranteed him $21 and defensive lineman Desmond Bryant to a deal that guaranteed him $15million. They join the aforementioned Bess as the Browns big moves in free agency.  Kruger and Bryant are nice players, but they were backups on their previous teams and eventhough they were paid by the Browns like starters … they still pretty much played like backups.   Jabaal Sheard made the transition from defensive end to outside linebacker and put up betternumbers than Kruger despite missing three games with a knee injury.   Oh, and Bryant has a serious heart condition that required surgery before the season was over.  Then there was the NFL Draft.  After selecting Mingo at No. 6 in the first round, the Browns essentially took the rest of theweekend off. The Browns did pick cornerback Leon McFadden in the third round, but McFaddencouldn’t get on the field until a season-ending injury to Chris Owens.   They also selected safety Jamoris Slaughter in the sixth round, who they eventually waived,before getting to the meat of the draft and selecting Armonty Bryant from East Central andGilbert Gilkey from Chadron State, both in the seventh round.  It is also worth pointing out that, while the Browns have five players picked for the Pro Bowl(Thomas, Mack, Haden, Cameron and Gordon) along with one alternate (Ward), none of themwere drafted by anyone currently employed by the Browns.  Still excited about those 10 draft picks in the upcoming draft, Browns fans?  Key quote: “Overall, I think that we moved the needle forward, not as much as we need to. Ithink we had a long-term strategy as it related to the draft and a shorter-term strategy as itrelated to free agency. I think most of the moves, both the free-agent moves and draft moves,need to be judged over time. I’m very optimistic that over time, whether we are dealing withundrafted free agents, the players we claimed or the free agents we signed that it will prove tohave been a year in which we moved the needle forward in terms of the talent level on theteam. We’ll endeavor here soon to try to start that needle moving even further on the talentside.” – CEO Joe Banner  What went wrong: The coaching  After years of hiring and firing coaches the Browns told us they had it right this time.  Chudzinski was a talented coordinator who we were told (repeatedly) grew up a Browns fan andwould lead the team out of the NFL’s wilderness. He was supported by a veteran offensivecoordinator in Norv Turner and an aggressive defensive coordinator in Ray Horton.  Now, all three are out after Chudzinski became the first coach in franchise history to be firedafter just one year on the job.   Due to the absence of both a running game and a viable NFL quarterback, Turner’s offenserevolved around throwing it to Gordon and Cameron and hoping for the best. The offenseaveraged just 19 points per game, the sixth consecutive season the Browns have averaged 19points or less. Turner has now been allowed to “pursue other opportunities.”  As for the defense, Horton’s squad was near the bottom of the league in both red zone defenseand third-down efficiency, gave up 406 points (the most since 2000) and continually had troublestopping the other team at the end of the first half and the end of the game.  Even by Cleveland’s standards, things went south in a hurry.  Key quote: “It was a very, very impressive group of people we met with, it leaves us veryconfident about this hire, very optimistic. We’re very excited about having Rob here and believehe fits exactly what we’re looking for.” – CEO Joe Banner on Chudzinski’s hiring.  When Jimmy Haslam bought the Cleveland Browns, many fans were enthusiastic simplybecause he was not Randy Lerner.  Everything was supposed to be different under Haslam’s ownership, but here we are ayear-and-a-half later still wondering what is different.  From an FBI probe of Haslam’s Pilot Flying J, to questionable roster decisions, incorrect quotesin murals at the team’s remodeled headquarters in Berea, poor play on the field and yet anothercoaching search, this team is more so than ever the “same old Browns.”  Key quote: “I haven’t ever done this before, so I don’t want to pretend to be an expert. I thinkwe’ll just have to learn as we go. I don’t have anything set in mind because I’ve never done thisbefore.”  – Browns owner Jimmy Haslam at his introductory news conference.   (Photos courtesy of The Associated Press)
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