
Cleveland Browns Football

Following is a transcript of an interview I conducted with Browns' Safety TJ Ward via cell phone
on Tuesday, September 20.

      

Chris:  TJ, at what age did you start playing football? What positions?

  

TJ:  I started playing when I was 8 years old. The first team I played for was the Antioch
Bobcats. I played Running Back and
Linebacker.

  

What was your favorite college and pro team growing up?

  

I grew up in the Bay area, so even though they weren't very good at the time, Cal was my
favorite team, but I also liked Florida State and Florida, I don't know for some reason I
was fond of the Florida teams. I'm a big Niner fan, not so much Raider fan, but I'm a huge
Niner fan. My family's from San Francisco, and we're all
diehard Niner fans.

  

Do you still root for the 49'ers a little bit to this day?
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A little bit. Not so much. I've got a couple pals that play for them right now, so a little bit.

  

You went to De La Salle High School during their (record-setting) 151 game winning streak. Wh
at was that like?

  

It was unlike any thing or any team I've ever been a part of so far. First off, we weren't the
most athletic team, we didn't have the biggest guys, but we all worked with determination
and just sheer will to win.
Along with our great coach, Coach Bob Ladouceur, he's one of the most famous high
school coaches of all time.
He's a great leader, a great teacher, and a great mentor.
He helped a lot of students in class do a lot of stuff off the field as well as on the field,
and our discipline I think was one of the big things that helped us win.

  

Did they lose when you were there?

  

No, I didn't lose a game in high school.

  

How is it that you came to go to De La Salle?

  

My dad, growing up - we grew up in San Francisco - he heard about this school that was
pretty good and it was a Catholic school... I moved from San Fran to Antioch, but ended
up going to high school in Concord... I guess it was his goal for us to go there, me and
my brother and my sister. It was his dream or
mission for me to go there.

  

What was the Concord area like growing up?
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Concord to me is a middle class suburb, nothing too wowing about it or anything, just a
bunch of hard-working people. It's a nice area though.

  

  

There is a Pittsburg near Concord, right?

  

Yeah, Pittsburg, California, they were our high school rivals.

  

So when you came to the Browns, it was natural for you to hate Pittsburgh?

  

(Laughing) Oh yeah, it was natural. It came easy.
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After De La Salle, you walked on at Oregon. What made you choose that school?

  

We had some ties... our Dean [Joe Aliotti] at De La Salle, his brother [Nick Aliotti] was
Defensive Coordinator up at Oregon, and along with that, 4 of my best friends got
scholarships and were heavily recruited, so I thought it would be the best place for me to
go and the best positioning and the best opportunity for me to get on the field as soon as
possible.

  

You had a knee injury at De La Salle and then one in Oregon that needed 2 surgeries, correct?

  

At high school my senior year I ruptured my patella tendon. I had a meniscus up at
Oregon, I tore my meniscus.

  

After all these major knee surgeries, did you ever consider hanging 'em up?

  

It was brief thought, in and out, but I never wanted to give up on my dream and what I
wanted to do, so as long as I could walk, I was gonna be able to play football.

  

When did you seriously consider professional football as a career?

  

I thought I could play in the NFL after my freshman year at Oregon, just competing with
some players that were NFL bound on my own team and then coming in and playing
pretty well against players on other teams that were projected to get drafted. But when I
held my own or did pretty well against them, I knew then I could definitely play.

  

How often do you keep in contact with your Oregon teammates?
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I call some of the younger guys every once in a while just to see how they're doing and
right before a game just to wish them good luck and then guys that I played with like Pat
Chung [NE], Walter Thurmond [SEA], Jairus Byrd [BUF], John Stewart [CAR], we talk
every few weeks just to see how they're doing. I've got a couple friends out of the NFL
right now that are just working that I played with, so every few weeks.

  

Do you get a chance to go out with them when they're in town? 

  

Not yet. During the offseason, I hung out with the guys I mentioned earlier. Not during
the season so much.
I haven't really had the opportunity to go out and hang out yet, I more save it for the
offseason.

  

Where do you usually live in the offseason?

  

I live in California. In Antioch, the Concord area. Back home.

  

Were you surprised to hear your name called that early in the 2nd round of the NFL Draft?

  

It was a surprise based on where I was projected to go, but it wasn't such a surprise
coming from the teams that said they would take me in the second round if they had the
opportunity. The Browns were one of them that said they would take me in the second
round, so it wasn't surprising, but I was kind of shocked because of all the negative
things I had heard.

  

Were they injury related, these negative things you heard?

  

Yeah, they were mainly injury related because I had knee injuries and I missed half my
senior season with the high ankle sprain. So, of course there were questions, but I just
knew I'd be cool and ready to play whenever they'd call me, and thankfully the Browns
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did and I was blessed to play my rookie year all 16 games, and hopefully I'll do the same
this year.

  

You made in impact right away with the Browns. After the hit last year on Jordan Shipley that
got you fined, did you find yourself holding back a little when you made a hit, maybe thinking too
much about where to hit rather than acting instinctively?

  

Yeah. Whenever you get fined that amount of money and you're just out there doing your
job, the next opportunity you have those thoughts are gonna run through your head, and
it's unfortunate that we're being forced to aim lower, I guess, and I don't think that's
going to prevent any injuries. You saw that Jordan Shipley tore his ACL this year
because instead of getting hit around the shoulder pads or his head, he got chopped,
took his knee out, and tore his ACL. So you ask any
Receiver if they'd rather get hit in the upper body or the lower body in that situation, I'm
pretty sure about 95% of them would say 'Hit me up high, because I don't want you to
tear my knee.'

  

Tell me about your primary responsibilities in the new 4-3 scheme.

  

I'm playing Strong Safety this year, whereas last year it wasn't really defined. It was
pretty much just a Safety that played wherever the game plan wants you to be.
So far this year, I'm pretty much in the box, even though last game I was out of the box a
lot because their game plan forced me over the deep middle.
But I don't think it's much of a difference at my position, from a 3-4 to a 4-3, in my role as
much as the Linebackers and D Line changed.

  

Do you find yourself in coverage more often this year?

  

With Coach Jauron's Defense, he plays a lot more man coverage than we did last year,
so he says I'm probably going to end up covering up more than I did, but I don't think
that's a difference between a 3-4 to 4-3, I think that's just Coach Jauron's scheme.
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When you make a tackle, I usually know it's you before I even see your number. Are there any
tricks hard hitters like yourself use when tackling someone?

  

My coaches say that I leave my feet a little bit, a lot of my tackles you'll see me lunging or
throwing my body or just jumping into a player. I like to use my ability to explode, use
my legs to make my tackle, make sure I get the runner down.

  

So if you were to teach someone to tackle, what would be your advice? Launch yourself at
them?

  

(Laughing) Yeah. And wrap up.

  

Who are the vocal leaders of the Defense on the field and in the locker room? 

  

I'm going to have to start with D'Qwell Jackson, our Middle Linebacker. Sheldon Brown
is a true leader. A
htyba Rubin, he's more a leader by example, he doesn't say too much.
I consider myself a leader, vocally and by example. Joe [Haden] has become a leader as
well.
I think we have a bunch of leaders in our own right on the Defensive side.

  

(Writer Note - It was good to hear TJ say that he considered himself a leader, thus nullifying
questions I had pressing to see if he wanted to become one.)

  

As a player, whose game do you admire?

  

Oh, two Safeties in our own division, Troy Polamalu and Ed Reed They've been doing
this for 10 years now, and they're definitely two of the best - if not THE two best - Safeties
in the league. I
definitely admire their game and work ethic.
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Speak about what seems to be the vast difference between Dick Jauron and Rob Ryan.

  

Their personalities are completely different. Coach Rob was really outgoing, vocal,
speak-his-mind type coach, and Coach Jauron is more laid back, he doesn't say too
much, just expects you to do what you're asked to do.
He's a very quiet person, but he's strong at the same time.

  

Do you think it matters if players like their coach or not?

  

I think it definitely does matter. I think that if you have a coach you admire and like,
respect a lot... I personally don't need that much incentive to play, but I think that a coach
will make you play that much harder if you like him.

  

So you think that players actually play harder for certain types of coaches?

  

They definitely do.

  

(Writer Note - Todd Haley, beware.)

  

What do you consider the strongest part of your game?

  

I'd say my instincts and my tackling ability. I think once I see something I go at it full
speed and that helps me a lot.

  

What do you need to work on the most?
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Reading the ball, watching it come off the Quarterback's hand, and tracking it all the way.

  

Do you think there is a disconnect between the common fan and professional athletes? How
much attention do you pay to media and fan critique?

  

I listen to it with an open ear, but I don't take it to heart at all. I know fans are fans, they
speak from the heart usually because they love the team so much, they want to see them
do well. But I tell you with a
grain of salt that there are some things I can learn a lot from just listening to the opinions
of fans and the media and there are some things that are taken overboard.

  

Do you think the new social media like Twitter has opened players up to a whole new level of
criticism?

  

I think it makes players more reachable, and they can speak their mind as well as the
media can say what they want about players. Everyone is in tune to it whether you're a
VP or just somebody working down at your local store, we're all in the same place as far
as the media and getting your thoughts out there.
But I think it has some negatives and some positives.
If it's used in the right way, it can be all positive, but I think some players abuse it, some
people abuse it - media as well - and it becomes negative.
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Who would you consider your closest friends on the team?  Definitely Joe [Haden]. Joe is my ace on the team. We pretty much ride or die together. (Laughing)Coming in, being drafted together, liking the same things on and off the field.Different personalities, but at the same time we're very similar.  Tell me about a typical day for you, during the season.  Come in usually about 6:30 get some treatment done, you've got little aches and bruisesand you want to [make sure the doc looks at those]. And then you watch film for about 2or 3 hours, have a walk through on game plan and what we just installed.And the we have lunch, weight lifting, and then we've got practice.And after practice, we [watch film of practice] and correct the mistakes of what we justpracticed, until about 5 o'clock, and then we have the rest of the night off.  What would you like to do after you retire? Broadcasting? Coaching? Sleeping in?  Broadcasting or coaching. Sometimes I'll watch the game and comment on the game andthe broadcaster will say the exact same thing right after I said it, so I always joke aroundwith my friends and my family that I should be a broadcaster because I'm thinking thesame things they're thinking. Also, I want to give myknowledge back to the youth and try to help the players coming up develop as I did,because I know a lot of kids aren't fortunate enough to have households with fathers,coaches, and mentors, so I just want to give that back, so coaching would be anotheroption.  Do you have any special diet?  A lot of athletes have special diets these days.  Last year, I ate pretty much whatever. It was healthy, I'm not too big into fast food. Butthis year, I'm getting a cook, so he'll have a menu for me, a lot of chicken, greenvegetables, things like that.High in protein, low in fat.They told me 'It's a long season, 16 games, you want to make sure you have your energyand your strength.'  How often do you talk to your agent?  Once or twice a week.  Do you ever get harassed in public? People wanting autographs?  I wouldn't say harassed. (Laughing) I'll get some fans who recognize me and come upand want an autograph or picture. It's not a rush ofpeople.  How about some drunk at a bar trying to pick a fight with an NFL player?  Oh, no, that hasn't happened to me. I'm pretty cool and mild-mannered when I'm out...not really the guy at the bar.  I assume you don't go out very often during the season.  No, I mean, if we have a win, I'll go out, kick back, but I'm pretty low-key.  Where do you guys usually go if you're all going out after a win?  There's some spots downtown on West 6th, there's a few places we like to hit up.  Do you like any other sports/teams?  I'm a basketball fan...  Golden State?  Yeah, I'm a hometown fan all the way, so Golden State, the Cavs - I'm in Cleveland now,so the Cavs. And the [San Francisco] Giants, [Oakland] A's, and Indians.  What TV shows do you like? Movies?  I don't watch too much TV. If I watch TV it's usually ESPN or NFL Network. I like the FoodNetwork too. I'm more into movies.I like comedies like Friday, All About The Benjamins, stand-up - mainly Eddie Murphy, Kevin Hart.I like to laugh a lot.  (Writer Note - FanVision is a product that TJ represents. It's a handheld device you can rent atthe stadium that shows the broadcast of the game you're at along with replays, stats, andbroadcasts of other games.  It is available at Cleveland Browns Stadium.  For more information,please visit FanVision.com )  You've recently paired up with FanVision. Can you tell us what FanVision is and how it works?  Fanvision is a mobile device that you're allowed to bring in stadiums and different gamesand you're allowed to see other games and instant replays that you wouldn't seeotherwise unless you were at home watching from the comfort of your living room. It'sbasically a little mobile television.Let's say you're at the Browns game and you want to check in and see what our rivalSteelers are going to do, you can call it in and see the news, stats, see if you have anyfantasy players, check on them, how they're doing... it basically allows you to be at everygame at once.  So it broadcasts from the stadium itself?  Yes sir.  So that's preferable to using a cell phone because of the service?  Exactly. You won't have the service problems that you would have with a cell phone oriPhone, and it's got a bigger screen to allow it to be more viewable.  
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