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Our ISA Certifi ed Arborists can provide: • Protection from Emerald Ash Borer
Protect your ash trees from the eventual decline and death that results from an emerald ash borer infestation with our help. 

We’ll provide complete care for your ash trees.

• Recycling • Tree Pruning • Stump Grinding • Lot Clearing

EcoTree Services is Your Complete Tree Care Company

7474 Deer Trail Lane
Lorain, Ohio 44053
440-988-4470

ecotreeservices.com
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The road never traveled

T
he Browns are nearly 
unanimously consid-
ered a top-four team 
in the loaded AFC. 

They can inhabit the same 
sentence as “Super Bowl” 
without a punch line follow-
ing. The fans’ fervor is finally 
justified.

The moment can’t be fully 
appreciated without remem-
bering the past. Growth needs 
a starting point for proper 
measurement.

This origin story has two. 
They took place on the shores 
of Lake Erie 15 miles and 
nearly five months apart.

Then-coach Hue Jackson 
jumped in Lake Erie on  
June 1, 2018, after a failed 
guarantee that in his worst 
nightmares he couldn’t fathom 
he wouldn’t be able to keep. 
The Browns went 0-16 in 2017 
after 1-15 in ’16.

The organization turned 
out at Huntington Beach. Vice 
presidents raced into the frigid 
water. Owner Dee Haslam 
defended the job Jackson had 
done. The thousands of dollars 
raised for charity was a saving 
grace, but the event reeked of 
humiliation.

The sarcastic, ironic, 
cathartic 0-16 parade was the 
precursor Jan. 6. It did a lap 
around FirstEnergy Stadium, 
the site of so much frustration, 

on one of the coldest days in 
recent memory.

In two decades full of mis-
erable moments, these looked 
and felt like the lowest. The 
laughingstock had become a 
full-blown embarrassment, 
including being ridiculed by 
some of its most loyal fans.

“I wouldn’t point to any one 
day or any one moment, the 
entire time was tough,” chief 
strategy officer Paul DePodesta 
told The Chronicle-Telegram on 
Wednesday in a phone inter-
view. “Just losing. I know how 
hard it was for our fans because 
I know how hard it was for me 
and for all of us. I hate to lose.

“It’s just awfully, awfully 
depressing and frustrating and 
you just want to fight so hard 
to get out of it.”

The flashbacks aren’t gra-
tuitous. They’re necessary 
to frame the progress. The 
Browns have changed coaches 
twice and general managers 
once since 2018 but at long 
last appear to have all the 
pieces in place.

General manager, coach, 
organizational alignment, 
quarterback, edge rusher, 
playmakers, roster depth.

“I think all together, the 
players, the coaches, the orga-
nization, everybody’s doing 
their part,” two-time Pro Bowl 
running back Nick Chubb 
said. “We’re getting guys in 
here who want to be in Cleve-

land. Coach is doing an amaz-
ing job, too.

“Just the culture change, 
winning some games and 
what it feels like to win. I think 
it’s contagious. We’ve been just 
winning games and that’s all 
we want to keep doing.”

The real deal
The Browns have appeared 

to turn the corner before, only 
to crash headfirst into a dead-
end.

Butch Davis took the 2002 
team to the playoffs in his 
second year as coach. Romeo 
Crennel went 10-6 and barely 
missed the playoffs in 2007, his 
third season. They even went 
7-8-1 in 2018 despite Jackson 
being fired at midseason.

The moderate successes 
turned out to be mirages.

This time has the makings 
of a bona fide breakthrough.

Coach Kevin Stefanski nav-
igated a pandemic to go 11-5 
in his first season as a head 
coach at any level, earning AP 
Coach of the Year honors. With 
him watching from his base-
ment after testing positive for 
COVID-19, the Browns went 
to Pittsburgh for the opening 
round of the playoffs and won 
48-37. They then took the 
Chiefs to the wire in Kansas 
City, falling a step short of the 
AFC championship game.

“Being a leader, being a man 
of his word, he has always 

been about the team, has 
always been about the work 
we put in,” veteran offensive 
lineman Chris Hubbard told 
The Chronicle about Stefanski. 
“It’s amazing to see the growth 
and development that he’s 
brought upon. And I love him. 
He’s been helpful, been guid-
ing and I couldn’t ask for a 
better coach.”

DePodesta wanted Stefanski, 
an unknown assistant with the 
Vikings, at the end of 2018, but 
then-GM John Dorsey picked 
Freddie Kitchens, who had 
success in the final half of the 
season as Cleveland’s interim 
offensive coordinator. Kitchens 
quickly proved to be over-
matched and was fired after 
going 6-10 in his only season, 
Dorsey left the organization 
and DePodesta led the search 
that settled on Stefanski.

“Kevin has a great way 
about him when he walks 
around and everyone feels 
valued and feels like they’re 
a part of things,” DePodesta 
said. “He can bring that out in 
people, which is tremendous, 
because he’s so genuine.”

DePodesta stressed the hir-
ing process was collaborative 
and involved every part of the 
football operations.

“We were very painstaking 
in terms of putting that pro-
cess together and believed in 
it,” he said.
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Browns receiver Jarvis Landry celebrates after scoring a touchdown against the Miami Dolphins during the first half of a Nov. 24, 2019, game in Cleveland. Landry is just one of 
the many pieces the Browns have added since going 0-16 in 2017. They’re now in position to make a run at their first Super Bowl appearance in franchise history.
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ON THE COVER
Five players who could help the Cleveland Browns continue 

to climb the ladder of success include wide receiver Jarvis Landry, 
running back Nick Chubb, quarterback Baker Mayfield, cornerback 
Denzel Ward and defensive end Myles Garrett.

All file photos shot by the Associated Press.

An NFL joke just a few years ago, the Browns are now Super Bowl contenders

Browns offensive linemen Wyatt Teller and Michael Dunn 
celebrate after defeating Pittsburgh in the playoffs last year.
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