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The Cleveland Browns upcoming season promises to be a mess, a spectacular mess. For once,
that's a good thing. The alternative was a non-existent season and if there's something
Cleveland fans dislike more than a mess of a team is having no team to contemplate.

  

That's where the season was headed until the National Football League Players' Association,
the about to be re-certified trade organization that operated as a union in all but name only for
the last several months, finally got religion. Spoiling for a fight more out of revenge than
oppression, the NFLPA under the guidance of labor neophyte DeMaurice Smith and a gaggle of
resume-building lawyers seemed hell-bent on litigating the owners to death as part of a strategy
that had no end game.

      

So when the litigation path proved to be nothing more than an expensive lesson in delay, Smith
started to understand that he was running a labor organization that in one key way resembles
any other labor organization. The bulk of its members just want to go to work, do their job and
collect a paycheck.

  

It wasn't an easy process sorting out the mess the NFLPA created with its ill-guided strategy.
There was litigation to settle and egos to soothe. And for awhile anyway it looked like the best
fans could hope for was a truncated season that would end with a champion that would always
carry an asterisk next to its name in the record book.

  

Pressured by players with work to do and bills to pay and a disapproving court of appeals, the
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NFLPA had no choice but to finally start bargaining. The details of the agreement at this point
aren't even all that important to most fans. It's simply the fact that there is an agreement in
place, it contains a hard salary cap and other financial constraints that ensure that the brains in
the front office and not the checkbook of the owner will be the difference between the playoff
worthy and the also rans, and it will be another 10 years before anyone needs to worry about
this again.

  

That really is good news for all football fans in general and Browns fans in particular. Forget for
now all that talk by those saying that the Browns were more adversely impacted by the lockout
then other teams. There's no way to quantify that kind of argument. Instead focus on the
beautiful mess that this season promises to be.

  

For example, this will be a season in which you won't be able to tell much without a program.
(Aside: Here's a money making idea that I'll give Randy Lerner free: Electronic media guide
app. Sell it for $2.50 and keep it updated with every roster move, and there will be plenty, in this
upcoming season. You're welcome.) It's not just that their first round draft pick has the incredibly
generic name of Phil Taylor or even the fact that Mr. Generic is, strangely, still holding out. It's
that players will come and go with a frequency that would make even the Indians management
blush. For example, remember Brodrick Bunkley? He's the players the Browns supposedly
acquired from the Philadelphia Eagles on Saturday but who instead was traded Monday to
Denver. It will be that kind of season.

  

This is also the season where the Browns are rebooting for the sixth time since 1999 (I'm
counting the brief stint by Terry Robieski, who took over for Butch Davis, as a reboot), which
would be typical if the Browns were, say, the L.A. Clippers. But this time it's not a reboot of the
control-alt-delete variety, but a hard restart where the technician tells you to disconnect from the
power source and wait a minute or two before powering up again.

  

A new defensive scheme, which means new roles and new players, coupled with a new
offensive scheme, with too many of the same players in the same roles, wasn't ever going to be
easy even if the Browns had been granted an exemption and allowed to not just practice
throughout the lockout but were actually forced to conduct two-a-days every day since the
Monday after the last Super Bowl. As a result there will be comically disappointing blown
assignments on both sides of the ball, particularly early on. The theme of the season isn't going
to be anything approaching "just win, baby" but more like "just walk upright, baby."
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Still, it's the kind of mess that is the really hard work of any regime change. Eric Mangini had his
own set of challenges when he came in, but his were mostly in trying to bring some level of
discipline to a team that had turned into juvenile delinquents under the benign parenting of
Romeo Crennel. But Mangini wasn't doing anything terribly different philosophically on either
side of the ball. Shurmur has a more disciplined group of players but now has the more
Herculean task of teaching them a whole new way of playing the game. It's like the difference
between the challenge of getting your kid in college and getting your kid to make his bed.

  

The real excitement of this season will come not in the visceral progress of a won/loss record
over last season's rather meager output, but in the actual progress of players like Colt McCoy.
There's no question that the kid has the requisite leadership skills. There is question over how
that will actually translate. If it does then this franchise will know that it finally has a quarterback.

  

Then there are the questions about the questionable receivers and the injury-prone running
backs and a defense that for more than a decade now hasn't found a way to stop a decent
running back. And really, how well will a West Coast offense perform in an East Coast (or
thereabouts, anyway) environment or is there an appreciable difference between a 4-3 and a
3-4 defense?

  

The point, though, is that this is the really fun stuff of football. It's the kind of thing that fans
really do want to argue about and not the boring details of preliminary injunctions and class
action lawsuits.

  

The Browns are going to be a mess of a team this year, count on it. But the game itself and this
franchise in particular is on as solid of footing as it's been on in a very long time. So no matter
how it turns out, like a wayward favorite uncle, it's nice to have them back.

  

**
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If there is one thing that the kids have gotten right these days, it's the shorthand of texting. So itwould hardly surprise if the smartphones of a million different Indians fans didn't generate acollective "WTF" when the trade of its two top pitching prospects was announced.  For me the WTF was completely unrelated to either who the Indians traded or who theyacquired. It was completely related to the fact that they made the trade. After dumping CyYoung award winners in two straight seasons, fans were led to believe that the Indians likedtheir pitching rotation like a sailor on leave in a foreign port likes his women—young and cheap.  Yet here was Chris Antonetti, making his Mark Shapiro/Bartolo Colon signature move, but onlyin reverse. This time it was the Indians giving up the prospects for the pitcher. Now the Indiansfans have two new favorite hobbies, wondering when Ubaldo Jimenez will be traded in 2013and watching how the careers of Alex White and Drew Pomeranz play out.  Actually, the Shapiro trade of Colon is instructive for evaluating this trade. The Indians didacquire three front line players—Grady Sizemore, Cliff Lee and Brandon Phillips. But Lee andPhillips are long gone and Sizemore's career has been on the steady, injury-plagued decline forthe last several years.  This proves the point of what fans should keep in mind about the trading of White andPomeranz. Players are commodities to be used to buy other commodities. So much of theIndians' inability to pull of any trade of consequence in the last several years and move thisfranchise appreciably forward was a lack of such commodities. The real value of players isn'talways what they do on the field but potentially what they can do on the field for someone else.  There's nothing fundamentally wrong with this trade, either. Jimenez has a track record, istethered to the Indians rather cheaply for the next two seasons, and clearly fills a need in thepitching staff. (Ok, one small gripe. I hate trading for National League pitchers. They build arecord, particularly an ERA, against teams with only 8 hitters in the lineup. They tend to strugglewhen they get to the American League.)  White and Pomeranz are hardly known quantities with absolutely no guarantee that either coulddevelop even at the level of Jimenez let alone at the level of say, Lee or CC Sabathia.Prospects tend to be overvalued anyway because of their draft position though the correlationbetween draft position and productivity in baseball is only slightly better than the correlationbetween how many drinks you have and how funny/charming you become.  That's another way of saying that go back and look at every Indians number one pitchingprospect in the last 25 years and ask yourself how many went on to great careers. Since 1985,the Indians have drafted 19 pitchers in the first round and only 4, Greg Swindell, Charles Nagy,Paul Schuey and CC Sabathia, could be said to have had decent to good careers. RememberMike Poehl, Alan Horne, Jeff Mutis or Tim Drew? I didn't think so.  There's two points here and feel free to glom on to whichever one works for you. Pitchers are amercurial breed who can't ever be counted on to develop like you think. Or, the Indians arelousy at drafting pitchers. Either way, it's hard to cry much over the loss of White or Pomeranzas if the Indians just re-traded Sabathia and Lee.  I'm glad the Indians made the trade and won't criticize them even if it doesn't work out inspectacular fashion. This franchise needed to show its fans and it did that it understood that theAmerican League Central is weak this season and could be had for perhaps 85 wins.  But since the Antonetti started down the road it's a little disappointing that he didn't complete thejourney. Having made this trade, Antonetti needed to finish the job of really getting this team ina position to make a run by getting that right handed bat the team so desperately needs.Without it, 85 wins could be a stretch which means that Jimenez, to his frustration, is probably infor a bunch of 2-1 and 1-0 losses.  **  Given the intersection of baseball and football in Cleveland this past week, here's this week'squestion to ponder: Which surprised you more, Montario Hardesty making it through his firstpractice without an injury of Ubaldo Jimenez passing his physical?
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