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This is one installment in a team effort by The Cleveland Fan, highlighting the top local sports
figures by jersey number. Please weigh in with your thoughts on the Boards. And as David
Letterman would say, “For entertainment purposes only; please, no wagering.”

  

    

  

The tattered history of the “new” Cleveland Browns has seen few players that have reminded
fans of the old days,

 when the franchise was respected around the league and the orange-and-brown uniform meant
something other than two automatic wins a year for the Steelers and the usurpers from
Baltimore. Most of the post-1999 Browns have been fly-by-night types, guys just passing
through town on the way to bigger and better things (or smaller and worse things, as in the case
of most of them.)

  

Josh Cribbs is an exception. The special-teams maven is one of a very few new Browns that
would have looked right at home emerging from the dugout to the roars of 80,000-plus at old
Municipal Stadium. In some of the bleakest seasons in the history of the franchise Cribbs was
the one man opponents had to account for, the one Cleveland Brown who really distinguished
himself as a playmaker.

  

Cribbs made his career and his reputation the way E.F. Hutton made money (at least according
to John Houseman): he earned it. Although he led Washington’s powerful Dunbar High to three
consecutive D.C. Interscholastic Athletic Association championships
- the first school to pull off that feat in three decades- only one school offered him both a

 1 / 3

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/11/20/AR2006112001185.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/11/20/AR2006112001185.html


General

scholarship and a chance to play immediately at quarterback. That school was Kent State
which, coming off a twelve-year stretch in which it went 16-115-1, could afford to take a chance
on a raw athlete.

  

Cribbs rewarded Kent’s faith with an extraordinary four-year career. In 2001 he became the first
true freshman in NCAA Division I history to pass and rush for 1,000 yards in the same season
and led the Golden Flashes to a 6-5 record, their first winning mark in fourteen years. As of the
beginning of the 2012 season Cribbs was one of only seven players in FBS history to rush for
3,000 yards and pass for 5,000 yards
in a career. The MAC was rife with outstanding quarterbacks in the early 2000’s- most notably
Ben Roethlisberger, Byron Leftwich and Charlie Frye- yet Josh Cribbs may have been the most
dynamic of the lot. In 2010 Cribbs had his jersey number 9 retired by KSU, joining Jim Corrigal,
Jack Lambert and Eric Wilkerson in that exclusive club.

  

Yet all of those gaudy numbers weren’t enough to get Cribbs’s name called in the 2005 NFL
Draft. Although his hometown Redskins made him an offer to come to their camp and try out
as a quarterback , Cribbs agreed to go to stay in Northeast Ohio and try his hand as a
kickoff return man. Needless to say, he made the final roster. In the sixth game of his career
against Detroit at CBS, Cribbs notched his first career kickoff return for a touchdown. The rest,
as they say, is history.
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Over the next eight seasons Josh Cribbs established himself as the best all-aroundspecial-teams player the league has seen since Steve Tasker. His eight kick-return touchdownsare tied for the NFL record, and he has added three more scores on punt returns. He’s the onlyman to log two kick-return scores of more than 100 yards in the same game. In his prime Cribbs was also the best gunner in the NFL, stopping kick returns cold in additionto making them. The prototypical return ace is a shifty, speedy water bug- think Gerald “the IceCube” McNeil or Eric Metcalf. Cribbs broke the mold. At 6’1” and a power-packed 215 poundshe was just as adept at breaking tackles as he is at avoiding them, and as a gunner he was asure tackler capable of delivering a jolt.  In 2007 Cribbs put together one of the greatest years ever for a return specialist. He led theNFL in all-purpose yards (2,312), kick-return yards (1,809), combined kickoff and punt-returnyards (2,214, second all-time) and average yards per kick return (30.7) and returned threekickoffs and punts for touchdowns. His most extraordinary effort came that year in Pittsburghwhen he fielded a bouncing kickoff at the goal line, made a half-dozen Steelers miss andtight-roped the sideline before breaking free for a breathtaking 100-yard touchdown.  (In an era when the Browns-Steelers rivalry has become a one-sided farce, Cribbs consistentlywas the one man in Brown & Orange who took the fight to the Black & Yellow. Three of his eightkickoff-return touchdowns have come against the Steelers, and his 8-carry, 87-yard rushingperformance was crucial in the win late in 2009 that snapped a twelve-game losing streakagainst the boys from Western PA.)  Like Eric Metcalf before him, Cribbs has long struggled to find a niche in the Browns offense.Fans have forever complained that he has been utilized either wrongly or not enough.Nevertheless he has flashed brilliance as an all-around offensive threat, scoring nine receivingand rushing touchdowns and averaging a healthy 5.9 yards per carry. Joe Thomas said  thatCribbs would be “an extremely successful running back in the NFL” if given the opportunity.  (Nobody asked me, but I always thought he would make a better tailback than receiver. But likeBill Belichick lining up Metcalf in a pro set and running him between the tackles, Cleveland kepttrying to hammer the square peg of Josh Cribbs into the round hole of NFL receiver, and theposition never quite took.)    Cribbs’s brilliance has largely been served in losing causes. Cleveland’s overall record duringhis eight-year career is

 43-85. The Browns have had one winning season and have never made the playoffs during hiscareer. Josh Cribbs is has spent twelve seasons playing college and professional footballwithout logging a single snap in either a college bowl game or an NFL playoff game. The manhasn’t won anything since he was a senior in high school. How many standout players haveexperienced as much team futility as Josh Cribbs? Not many, I’d imagine.  Today, with yet another new regime ensconced in Berea, Cribbs’s career in Cleveland is at acrossroads. He’ll be thirty when the 2013 season starts and he’s clearly lost a step. He hasn’treturned a kickoff for a touchdown since 2009 (granted, the rule changes regarding kickoffshaven’t helped) and last year his fumble-to-touchdown ratio was 6-to-0. It would be tough toblame the new regime for wanting to cut ties with Cribbs, especially since he’s a man that is notafraid to take his grievances to the press.  Then again, it would be tough to blame Cribbs for wanting to cut ties himself. He has put in histime in Cleveland, that’s for sure. He has been an outstanding player on the field and a visible,engaging personality in both the city of Cleveland and at Kent State University, from which hegraduated in 2010. You can’t ask for much more than what Cribbs has done in Orange &Brown. In an era of Browns football thick with counterfeits, he’s been the genuine article all theway.   

 3 / 3

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=euaeZNUqMcE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=euaeZNUqMcE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-UIxnDgCg4
http://seattletimes.com/html/sports/2010508385_apfbnbrownsconvertiblecribbs.html

