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THE BIG
SAMBINO

X-Large 2 Topping Pizza
10

Wings
Cheese
Bread

2 ltr.
Coke

$2995
We Deliver to ALL 

OF ELYRIA &
NORTH RIDGEVILLE

+TAX

360 Cleveland St. • Elyria
(440)323-1020

ORDER ONLINE AT WWW.SAMBINOSPIZZA.COM

HOURS: Sun.-Thurs. 11am-11pm • Fri. & Sat. 11am-1:00am

Owned & Operated by Aaron Freas-Since 2003
www.facebook.com/sambinos elyria

STEP BY STEP
The journey from dysfunction and irrelevance to stability and Super Bowl 

contention was filled with stumbles and bumbles and seemingly took forever.
Here are 10 mile markers on the Browns’ path toward their ultimate goal.

Hail to the chief
The move was ridiculed at the time and later dismissed as part of 

the organization’s missteps. But chief strategy officer Paul DePodesta, 
who was hired in January 2016 away from a career in Major League 
Baseball, has been influential in the rebound.

He strengthened the analytics department, earned the trust of owners 
Jimmy and Dee Haslam and led the hiring process that landed coach 
Kevin Stefanski and general manager Andrew Berry.

DePodesta’s main role is making sure the organization is functioning 
efficiently. He isn’t beholden to conventional thinking and is always 
looking for creative ways to improve.

The Halsams extended his contract last season, so he, Berry and 
Stefanski are signed through 2024.

Building block of granite
The drafting of defensive end Myles Garrett, right, with the 

No. 1 pick in 2017 was a monumental moment. Left guard Joel 
Bitonio, receiver Rashard Higgins and long snapper Charley 
Hughlett were already on the roster and remain, but 
Garrett gave the Browns an elite athlete driven to be 
the best in the business.

Garrett has been an All-Pro once and a Pro 
Bowler twice in four seasons and plans to put 
it all together in 2021 and become Defensive 
Player of the Year. He has 35.5 sacks in his 
last 40 regular-season games.

Talent scout
Ray Farmer was the general manager 

who drafted Bitonio, and Sashi Brown picked 
Garrett, but John Dorsey’s brief tenure as GM really 
started the roster transformation.

Dorsey was hired in December 2017, hours after 
Brown was fired after less than two years in charge. 
Dorsey was out two years later because he hired 
Freddie Kitchens as coach and his personnel 
department fought with the analytics side of the 
building.

But many of the key contributors in 2021 were 
acquired by Dorsey, including trading for receiver 
Odell Beckham Jr. and right guard Wyatt Teller and 
signing running back Kareem Hunt.

True leader
Dorsey’s first big move was 

trading for receiver Jarvis Landry 
and signing him to a contract 
extension. While Beckham gets 
the bulk of the attention, Landry 
is the man teammates look to for 
inspiration.

Landry’s “contagious” speech is 
unforgettable, but he also leads every 
day with his work ethic, practice habits and toughness in games. He’s 
also been highly productive, with 236 catches for 2,990 yards and 13 
touchdowns in three seasons.

The man for the job
Baker Mayfield, right, said at the scouting combine he 

was the right quarterback to turn around the Browns, 
who had gone 1-15 and 0-16 in back-to-back 
seasons. Dorsey agreed and drafted him with 
the No. 1 pick.

All that losing gave the Browns 
consecutive overall No. 1 picks for 
the first time since 1999 and 2000, 
when they took quarterback Tim 
Couch and defensive end Courtney 
Brown in the first two years of the 
expansion era. Garrett and Mayfield have 
already proved to be a better tandem.

After struggles in 2019 and at the start of last 
year, Mayfield played at an elite level in taking the 
Browns to the playoffs for the first time since 
2002. The next step is a contract extension 
for the guy who seems like the  
long-awaited answer at the game’s most 
important position.

Quite a haul
Dorsey wasn’t done doing work in the 

2018 draft.
Three picks after Mayfield, he took 

Ohio State cornerback Denzel Ward, who 
went to the Pro Bowl as a rookie and 
is among the league leaders with 
40 passes defensed in three years. 
He’s also expected to sign a huge 
extension.

Dorsey missed on offensive lineman Austin Corbett at No. 33 but nailed it with running 
back Nick Chubb two picks later. Chubb’s a two-time Pro Bowler with consecutive  
1,000-yard seasons and a career average of 5.2 yards per carry.

Mr. Calm
The Browns had been searching for the right coach as long as they’d 

been looking for a quarterback. Stefanski made a convincing case in 
Year 1 that he’s the guy, winning 11 games in the regular season and 
being named AP Coach of the Year.

His intelligence is the biggest separator, followed closely by his  
even-keel demeanor.

Mr. Calm II
Those strengths fit for Berry, and the similarities contribute greatly to 

the organizational alignment that was missing for two decades.
Just as Stefanski’s game plans, play calling and leadership are keys to success, Berry’s 

talent acquisition plays a huge role. Berry has taken what Brown and Dorsey left and 
quickly built upon it in his first two offseasons.

His moves last year made life easier for Mayfield, and this offseason was devoted to the 
defense.

A long time coming
The 48-37 wild card win over the Steelers at Heinz Field on Jan. 10 exorcised a lot of 

demons. It was the first playoff win since the 1994 season, the first road playoff win since 
1969 and the first playoff win over the Steelers in three tries.

The 11-5 regular-season record and playoff trip were special, but the stunning win over 
the Steelers — the first in Heinz Field since 2003 — sent fans over the moon and provided 
another reason to think 2021 will be even more special.

The difference
The Browns wouldn’t be legitimate Super Bowl contenders without 

an upgraded defense, and that’s exactly what Berry set out to 
construct in the offseason.

He signed safety John Johnson III, defensive ends Jadeveon 
Clowney and Takkarist McKinley, middle linebacker Anthony Walker Jr., 
nickelback Troy Hill and defensive tackle Malik Jackson in free agency, 
then drafted cornerback Greg Newsome II, linebackers Jeremiah 
Owusu-Koramoah and Tony Fields II, defensive tackle Tommy Togiai 
and safety Richard LeCounte III.

— Scott Petrak

The next decision was bringing 
back Andrew Berry as the youngest 
general manager in NFL history. 
Berry, 32 at the time, had made 
a lot of friends and admirers in a 
previous stint with the Browns.

DePodesta had been with the 
organization since January 2016 and 
watched the failure of two regimes. 
He had been unable to rid the orga-
nization of the internal conflict that 
sabotaged it for nearly two decades.

Alignment became the No. 1 pri-
ority, and DePodesta is confident 
he found the solution with Berry 
and Stefanski.

“It was just very clear that in each 
of these cases that we had people 
that we thought were exceptional,” 
he said. “Just from a personality 
standpoint, two low-ego guys that 
were sort of all about the team and 
just wanting to win. And felt like that 
would fit really nicely into the type 
of culture we were trying to create.”

Culture club
Linebacker Anthony Walker Jr. and 

defensive end Jadeveon Clowney 
give powerful testimonials about 
the improved culture. Each arrived 
for a free agent visit and came away 
impressed enough to dismiss any 
preconceived notions.

“It starts at the top,” Walker told 
The Chronicle. “AB, Coach Kevin, 
they do a great job of being trans-
parent early. When I first walked 
in, that was the No. 1 thing I told 
my agent, I can play here because 
of the leaders of the organization.

“Once you have a solid foundation 
up there at the top, it makes pretty 
much everything easier. Just because 
the guys, the transparency, the hon-
esty, the vision that they have, the 
one accord that they’re on. You have 
the GM and the head coach on the 
same path, with the same goals and 
everything in mind, doing things the 
right way, the same process the right 
way. It makes the players have no 
choice but to buy into it. And that’s 
what you want to be a part of.”

That’s music to the ears of DeP-
odesta, who knows how real the 
struggle was.

“One of the hard things when 
you’re part of a senior leadership 
team at any of these organizations is 
your focus is generally on the field,” 
he said. “And you think, geez, if we 
just sign one more great player or 
draft one more great player, it’ll solve 
so many problems. And the reality is 
that that’s rarely the answer. Don’t get 
me wrong, the players end up deter-
mining whether or not we’re good, so 
they are front and center.

“But to try to get those decisions 
right, to try to maximize perfor-
mance of each of those players, those 
are just huge levers. And so I think 
culturally, you gotta be in the right 
place in order to be at your best in 
making those types of decisions.”

He described the work necessary 
to cultivate the desired collabora-
tion and culture inside the 70-per-
son football operation as “really 
exhausting.”

“It’s almost like a marriage and 
you don’t go through a marriage 
and it’s just easy,” DePodesta said. 
“You have to put in the time and 
to do that at this scale is actually 
quite difficult.”

Clowney, the No. 1 pick in 2014 
and a three-time Pro Bowler, 
wouldn’t consider the Browns as a 
free agent in 2020. He changed his 
mind after a visit this spring.

“It’s a good place. They’ve got 
it going on here,” he said. “I told 
a lot of rookies and second-year 
(players), ‘Y’all should be happy 
that y’all got drafted here.’ It’s been 
worse some other places that I’ve 
been. They should be happy.”

Stefanski doesn’t get philosophical 
about improving the culture, only 
saying it’s about having the right 
people. Receiver Jarvis Landry con-
siders that mission accomplished.

“We started bringing in the guys 
with the right type of mindset and 
that were about working, are about 
winning,” he told The Chronicle. 
“And you get enough of those guys in 

the same building, you can do things 
like we’re beginning to do here.”

Key pieces
Ownership and DePodesta 

always knew the formula for suc-
cess, even if they couldn’t execute 
it. Find a great coach and a great 
quarterback.

Baker Mayfield beat Stefanski to 
town by two years but always had 
the mindset required for the mas-
sive turnaround.

“My draft class and the free agents 
that came in, we have just been try-
ing to change the culture and set the 
standard to what it used to be of a 
winning football culture,” Mayfield 
said. “We have to expect greatness, 
and you have to strive for that every 
day. We have a great locker room 
right now and a great staff that is 
pushing to do so.”

His play in the second half of last 
season answered most of the lin-
gering questions about his ability to 
lead a winning team. He completed 
65.2 percent with 11 touchdowns, 
an interception and a 103.4 passer 
rating in the final six regular-season 
games as the Browns broke their 
17-year playoff drought.

“Baker has always steadily handled 
it, he’s grown,” Hubbard said. “And 
just to see that, he’s the leader and 
he’s becoming the person that you 
thought when we first drafted him.

“He’s gonna work. He’s always got 
that chip on his shoulder, man. And 
he’s always wanting to be better, 
wanting to do better and help out in 
any way, form possible that he can.”

The Browns believe they have the 
right man for the critical job, and a 
contract extension worth upward of 
$40 million a year seems like only a 
matter of time. DePodesta said May-
field’s impact can’t be overstated.

“Quarterback’s the most important 
position in all of sports, in terms of 
team sports and what it means for 
the rest of the team,” he said. “His 
growth has been probably more 
steady than maybe it looks externally, 
or what everybody points to in terms 
of just the raw stats or whatever.

“I think Baker has been a force 
since the day he came in, our guys 
gravitate to him, they believe in him. 
I think he represents a lot of what 
we want to be, so he’s absolutely 
instrumental in our progress to date 
and also believe going forward.”

The roster is so complete, Mayfield 
isn’t asked to do anything he can’t.

Sashi Brown got the defensive 
cornerstone in end Myles Garrett. 
Dorsey, who followed Brown, added 
receivers Landry and Odell Beck-
ham Jr., running backs Chubb and 
Kareem Hunt, right guard Wyatt 
Teller and cornerback Denzel Ward.

Berry went to work filling in the 
gaps and strengthening the depth. 
The 2020 offseason was dedicated to 
offense, with right tackle Jack Conk-
lin, left tackle Jedrick Wills Jr. and 
tight end Austin Hooper brought 
in to protect and support Mayfield. 
This offseason was all about the 
defense, which will feature eight 
new starters in the nickel package, 
including Clowney, Walker, safety 

John Johnson III, cornerback Greg 
Newsome II and linebacker Jere-
miah Owusu-Koramoah.

Garrett was drafted No. 1 in 2017 
after 1-15, lived through 0-16 and 
can point to the differences inside 
team headquarters.

“A lot more positive, a lot more 
discipline, guys excited to be here, 
wanting to go out there and give 
their all for their coach, for each 
other and just having fun playing 
the game that we love,” he told 
The Chronicle. “Once you have all 
those things together, that’s a hel-
luva combination once you’ve got 
all the talent to go with it.”

Speech class
The moment was made for TV, 

and HBO’s “Hard Knocks” cameras 
captured it. Landry stringing pro-
fanities in a rant to the receivers 
demanding they practice through 
pain and abandon the losing men-
tality that had grown deep roots 
over nearly two decades.

Landry meant every word, and 
they mattered. He was acquired in 
a 2018 trade with Miami, signed an 
extension, wasn’t satisfied with just 
collecting a check and wouldn’t 
settle for less from his teammates.

It was a signature moment in the 
culture change.

“Looking back at it, yeah, I guess 
so,” he said. “Everybody still con-
siders it a speech, at the time it 
was just something that was on my 
mind, something that I had been 
thinking about, something that I 
just had noticed throughout the 
time I’d been here.

“And with the guys that we had 
in the receiver room, I realized I 
had probably never been around 
that type of mindset that was here. 
And I know what it was doing to 
me. And that was not something 
that I came here to do, and I just 
wanted to make sure that every-
body understood that that was the 
standard in that receiver room.”

Landry doesn’t want credit for 
his role in the turnaround, but his 
teammates give it.

“I remember when we both came 
in together, the energy was con-
nected and you want to win,” Hub-
bard said. “That’s the attitude that 
we all have, and you see that with his 
passion, you see that when he comes 
to work. There’s never a day where 
he’s not getting better. It’s amazing. It 
just shows through his play.”

The speech came about two 
months after Jackson’s visit to Lake 
Erie. The Browns have reinvented 
themselves since then and begin the 
season Sunday in Kansas City with 
legitimate Super Bowl expectations.

“You see it, we speak about it 
more, we talk about winning, we 
talk about championship, we talk 
about work ethic and you see it,” 
Landry said. “I’m just happy that I 
don’t have to give more speeches.”

The Browns have come a long 
way in a short time.

Contact Scott Petrak at 329-7253 
or spetrak@chroniclet.com.  
Like him on Facebook and follow him  
@scottpetrak on Twitter.

Browns receiver Odell Beckham Jr. is back in the lineup after 
missing a significant portion of 2020 due to a knee injury.
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