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When Cleveland Browns head coach Eric Mangini was harping at his players earlier this week
about the mental mistakes that were killing this team, maybe defensive coordinator Rob Ryan
should have been paying attention.   

With the Browns in the lead as the fourth quarter started and the the Baltimore Ravens
seemingly playing from their heels, Ryan dialed up an ill-advised all out blitz on Ravens
quarterback Joe Flacco, a call that left cornerback Eric Wright all alone to cover Anquan Boldin.
Boldin and Flacco couldn't have found a better match up and made Wright look foolish, just as
they had done twice previously in the game, as Boldin grabbed an easy touchdown pass in the
end zone to give the Ravens a 21-17 lead. More importantly, the touchdown completely shifted
the momentum of the game and ultimately led to the Ravens 24-17 victory, the final points
coming on a Billy Cundiff 49-yard field goal.

  

It would be hard to overstate how ill-advised Ryan's call really was, but let's at least set the
context.

  

For the third straight game, the Browns went into the locker room with the score 14-10 and a
2-game history of showing no ability to score in the second half. But with star-in-the-making
Peyton Hillis running like Mike Alstott the entire day, the Browns were able to take a 17-14 lead
with just seconds gone in the fourth quarter.
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The statistics will show that the score came on a Seneca Wallace to Ben Watson 1-yard
touchdown pass. But it was a touchdown set up by a 46-yard run from Hillis and a 15-yard
roughing penalty by safety Tom Zbikowski tacked on when Zbikowski tackled Hillis out of
bounds, mostly out of frustration. Hillis had been overpowering the Ravens defense all day and
had rushed for over 140 yards by that point.

  

After the Phil Dawson kick off, the Ravens took over on their own 31 yard line and seemed to be
getting mostly in their own way early in the drive with a pair of false start penalties and a
roughing penalty on tight end Todd Heap. But the Ravens started picking away, eventually
moving into Cleveland territory. Flacco then hit Heap for 14-yards down to the Cleveland
32-yard line.

  

The Browns' defense held the Ravens on the next two plays, setting up that crucial 3rd and 5
play at the Cleveland 27-yard line. Hold here and a Cundiff field goal and a tie game looks to be
the worst that can happen. Ryan, though, had other ideas and decided that a little carpe diem
was in order, sending 8 players at Flacco. But Flacco's offensive line fended off the blitz, Boldin
made Wright bite on a head fake right then went left and grabbed the 27-yard pass for the
touchdown.

  

You could feel the air come out of the Browns' balloon and for all practical purposes the game
was over. The Browns did have time and a chance at the end of the game to move into a
position tie the game, but Wallace tried to his Josh Cribbs on a long pass down the sideline on a
3rd and 2 with just over 4 minutes to play but missed badly. The Browns were forced to punt
and never got the ball again.

  

Any football coach will tell you that when you live by the blitz you die by the blitz as well and
that's exactly what the blitz-happy Ryan did. What made the call so strange is the fact that it left
Wright all alone on Bolding and Wright had already more than proven he couldn't cover Boldin,
having given up two other touchdowns to him, one for 8-yards in the first quarter and a second
for 12 yards in the 2nd quarter. It was exactly the wrong call at the wrong moment on the wrong
player and all it did was cost the Browns the game.

  

In all, Boldin had 8 receptions for 142 yards, most of which were against Wright. Maybe Wright,
who is usually pretty reliable, was starting Boldin in his fantasy league or maybe it wasn't Wright
at all, but Brandon McDonald slipping back onto the team donning a Wright jersey. Whatever
else it was, though, it was clearly Wright's worst game as a professional.
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It would be easy to point out that Boldin on Wright is a mismatch of major proportions given
Boldin's size and Wright's lack thereof, but these kinds of match ups are common in the NFL.
The real question now will be how Wright will respond to such a public flogging.

  

Ultimately, the loss was expected, just not the way it happened. The Browns played the Ravens
competitively throughout, which is the surest sign of progress given how poorly the Browns
played the Ravens last season.

  

The Browns defense mostly dared Flacco, who had been struggling, to beat them and all Flacco
did was respond. Finding ample time throughout the game to set his feet and scan the field,
Flacco was 22-31 for 262 yards and the three touchdowns to Boldin.

  

But even with Flacco returning to form, the Browns, behind Hillis and Wallace, were certainly
keeping it interesting.

  

In the first half, with the Browns down 14-3 and looking as if their best chance to get in the end
zone would have been if safety T. J. Ward could have held on to a sure pick-6 interception on
Flacco's first pass of the game, Hillis went to work and the Browns got back into the game.
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There was a short pass that went for 11 yards and then a mere 5 yard run. But the run thatsignified the entire drive, indeed Hillis' entire inspired approach was a play through a huge holeon the right side of the line that went for 25 yards. About 17 yards into the run, Ravens safetyDawan Landry stood waiting and Hillis buried his helmet into Landry's chest and pushed Landryfor the final 8 yards before reinforcements came to help Landry bring Hillis down. The driveended with Hillis running behind fullback Lawrence Vickers in a hole cleared by left tackle JoeThomas for an easier than it looked touchdown that closed the gap to 14-10.  It was the kind of drive the Browns needed at that exact moment. Without it, they might havefolded for the rest of the game. As it was, it gave them the momentum going into halftime andknowing they'd get the ball back to start the second half.  But the Browns couldn't capitalize on the momentum to start the second half as the Ravensdecided that keying on Hillis might be a good idea. Offensive coordinator Brian Daboll keptrunning Hillis at the Ravens anyway and Hillis eventually broke the 46-yard run that seemed tohave turned the game the Browns' way.  Hillis ended the game with 144 yards, the first time a Browns' running back had gone over 100yards against the Ravens. He also added 36 more yards on 7 receptions. Wallace, too, helpedkeep the vaunted Ravens' defense off balance, passing effectively throughout the game,finishing with 18-24 for 141 yards and 1 touchdown.  Wallace managed the game well enough throughout and didn't make any crucial mistakes. Butif he had one fault it was keying too much on receiver Josh Cribbs, who had 5 receptions for 58yards, and his running backs. Wallace didn't throw a ball toward Mohamed Massaquoi all day,even when he appeared to be open.  If Wallace is going to be effective as a quarterback, he's going to have to find a way to get otherreceivers involved. Still, Wallace did more than enough to legitimately create an issue ofwhether or not he should sit when injured quarterback Jake Delhomme heals from hishigh-ankle sprain. Wallace showed decent pocket awareness, scrambled mostly at the righttime and was accurate throughout the day.  Once again, though, the Browns are well into another season and win-less. The little victoriesand progress made are nice but real victories are the ultimate measuring stick and in that theBrowns look like they'll continue to come up short for awhile longer.  They play Cincinnati and Atlanta at home the next two weeks and then go on the road forgames against Pittsburgh and New Orleans before the bye week. If they make it through thatstretch with even one win, it would qualify as a minor miracle. Most likely they will hit anotherbye week win-less again and trying to convince the fans that these little victories and progresswill eventually lead to something bigger. I'd say it would be the toughest sales job in Cleveland,but for the foreseeable future that belongs to Indians president Mark Shapiro.  
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