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The Incubator

Bill Belichick, the dark-haired and youthful head coach of the Cleveland Browns, was full of ideas. Some, such as how he planned to limit the access of the media, were shamelessly lifted from the New York Giants, where he had spent a dozen years as an assistant coach. Others were original, simply a new coach’s vision of what he wanted his team to be. It was the Big Idea, though, that was most ironic for Belichick in 1991.

The perception in northeast Ohio was that the thirty-nine-year-old coach, the NFL’s youngest, was not a strong communicator. People used his press conferences as all the proof they needed. The first-year coach would seem bored as he sat or stood before the media giving shrugs, eye rolls, and terse answers to lengthy questions. But behind the scenes, Belichick was making clear communication his top Browns priority. In fact, it was how he planned to reconstruct one of the NFL’s worst teams.

He quickly noticed that the Browns’ pro and college scouts were not speaking the same language. There was one grading scale for evaluating the pros and an entirely different one for analyzing collegians. Even worse, in his opinion, there was no organizational identity. After all the scouting, who were the Browns trying to be? It seemed to him that there wasn’t a good systematic answer to the question, so that became one of his missions: Build one player-evaluation system, for pro and college players alike, that always provided an instant snapshot of who a player was and whether he was capable of helping the Cleveland Browns. When the system was perfected, the coach imagined, everyone in the organization would be able to glance at a couple of numbers and letters on a scouting report and know exactly what type of player was being discussed.

The easiest part of the plan was that the architect knew what he wanted. He told Mike Lombardi, his player personnel director, that he envisioned a big, strong, fast team that was capable of performing in any weather. He wanted a team that wouldn’t be distracted by playing at least ten Rust Belt games each season: eight in Cleveland Stadium, which sat on the edge of the unpredictable shores of Lake Erie, and one game apiece in Cincinnati and Pittsburgh, both cold-weather cities with open-air stadiums that overlooked the Ohio River. He wanted a team that could answer the no-nonsense, gladiatorial style of the Steelers one week and then go to Houston, another divisional rival, a week later and not be confused by the unusual formations employed by the Oilers since they operated in a place, the Astrodome, where the temperature was always the same.

It was good that Belichick brought Lombardi specifics. But building and programming a unique system was going to require some after-hours work for both of them. While Belichick had been the defensive coordinator of two celebrated Super Bowl—winning defenses in New York, including one the previous season, he had no interest in copying the Giants’ scouting manual. He liked parts of it, but at times he thought it was too rigid and unnecessarily eliminated good players from draft consideration. He admired the grading system that Gil Brandt, the longtime Cowboys personnel man, had instituted in Dallas. For Belichick, Brandt’s scale made the Dallas system tangible, so even if the Browns were looking for different players from the Cowboys, they could use the Dallas scale as a sketch for where they were trying to go.

Lombardi was entering his fifth season working with the Browns when Belichick arrived, and he hadn’t met him before. He soon learned that not every idea Belichick had was one that he wanted to see in place the next day. He was a thinker who liked to deliberately weigh information, listen to a variety of opinions, and then make decisions. Those personality traits alone would ensure that his overhaul of the Browns’ infrastructure was going to take time. It would also be an extended process because the system he wanted was, in the words of Lombardi, “the equivalent of a race car that could be modified and become adaptable to any course you asked it to run.”

There were also some generational dynamics that had to be taken into account with the restructuring. Belichick planned to rely on the smarts and experience of his veteran scouts, men who were evaluating players when he was still in junior high school. But there was also the reality that even with the best intentions, scouts in their midfifties and early sixties weren’t going to totally embrace a new way of doing business. That new way was fluid, and it might change two or three times in the next couple years before Belichick and Lombardi were comfortable with it. Scouts such as Dom Anile, Ron Marciniak, and Ernie Plank knew that their way worked, so it wasn’t realistic to ask them to buy into something that wasn’t even finished.

What Belichick needed was the wisdom of the scouts he had, as well as an influx of young, bright employees who would be “raised” in the Cleveland system. It was yet another idea he had when he took the job. He believed in developing scouts and coaches by hiring them for entry-level positions and then seeing if they could graduate from unofficial apprenticeships. The thought was that true football intellect and hunger could be displayed even while doing grunt work. And if the young employees were good at one thing, they would keep taking on responsibilities until they found their rightful place in the organization.

After the three-win team Belichick inherited won six games in 1991, the coach reached out to one of those gifted youth. Scott Pioli was a twenty-seven-year-old defensive line coach at Murray State, and Belichick offered him a $16,000-per-year job as a scouting assistant. The Cleveland job was a pay cut from Murray, where Pioli had once been so cash-strapped that he sold parts of his prized childhood baseball card collection so he could pay his less than $200 monthly rent. Pioli was a friend of a friend, and the report that Belichick got years earlier was that all the kid wanted was a career in football. He was an all—New England defensive tackle at Central Connecticut and he looked the part: He stood six feet tall, and even at ease, he appeared to have just finished three sets of bench presses.

Pioli thought he wanted to be a coach toward the end of his college playing days, and when he first met Belichick, he soaked up whatever he could from the brain of the Giants’ defense. When he told Belichick he was commuting 120 miles each day from his hometown of Washingtonville, New York, to watch the Giants in training camp, Belichick told him he was welcome to sleep on the spare couch in the dorm room that Belichick shared with Giants assistant Al Groh.

“He had absolutely nothing to gain by that relationship, or by that offer,” Pioli says. “He offered me something that was truly no strings attached. I couldn’t do anything for him. Nothing. Zero. Zilch. The defensive coordinator of the Giants offered some kid from Central Connecticut a place to stay so he didn’t have to travel as much and could watch multiple days of practice and film? That told me something about the guy.”

Five years after his first meeting with Belichick, Pioli now had a chance to work for him. He had the option of leaving tiny Murray in western Kentucky for the NFL stage, and there was a proposal from the 49ers, too. It really didn’t matter what was going on in San Francisco. He was already loyal to the head coach of the Browns and he was going to work for him.

He would fit right in with the culture that was developing in the organization, with a hyper-focus on the job and no regard for the accumulation of hours spent working at it or thinking about it. While at Murray, Pioli had been so locked on and lost in his assignments that he was unaware of world events. Once, he had been on the road for three days recruiting, staying in cheap hotels and driving hundreds of miles in a car that had just a gravelly AM radio, when someone finally told him what the rest of the country had been buzzing about: America was at war in the Persian Gulf. He had no idea.

Initially, Pioli brought the same singular intensity to his new job. But as driven as Belichick was about football and reshaping the Browns, he sometimes pulled Pioli, who was single, aside and offered advice on how to approach having a family in the uncertain NFL.

“You’re going to get fired in this business,” Belichick told him. “You’re going to quit. You’re going to get fired and run out of more jobs than you can count. This just isn’t a business where you last. Sometimes it’s in your control, but most of the time it’s not. If you’re going to have a family, make sure you have someplace that your family can always call home. They need that one stable place, a place that they know they can go back to every year and it will be there forever.”

Even then, with Belichick just one season into a five-year contract, he had a sense that Cleveland was not going to be that forever place. For his wife and three young children, the place to establish roots was already Nantucket, the small island south of the Massachusetts cape.

Pioli tucked away the words. He was a long way from marriage and Nantucket, especially on that salary. Most of the time when he was at work, he had the echoes of a brief exchange with Belichick ringing in his head. He had tried to thank the head coach for the opportunity in Cleveland, and he was cut off before he could finish the thought.

“Just thank me by doing a good job,” Belichick said, ending the conversation.

For Pioli, that meant learning to do a few tasks at once and making sure all of them were as detailed as Belichick and Lombardi demanded. When he was required to drive players to the Cleveland Clinic for extensive physicals, he knew that he could be at the hospital anywhere from ninety minutes to three hours. So he would bring stacks of paperwork with him, and while he waited, he would alphabetize files; highlight key information from SportScan, the league news feed that was faxed to teams daily; and pull statistics from media guides. In between, he usually did some unconventional scouting and took notes: He always paid attention to how players interacted with doctors, nurses, and any other non-football people they came across at the clinic.

He wasn’t always in work mode, and when he wasn’t you could hear it for five or ten minutes. He and one of the Browns’ volunteers in scouting, twenty-year-old Jay Muraco, became buddies instantly. They both appreciated a wide range of music as well as the prankster humor of the Jerky Boys. Whenever they put on a bit called “Car Salesman,” which makes a reference to an area close to Pioli’s hometown, they would laugh and anyone walking by would laugh with them. Even though there wasn’t a huge age difference between them, Muraco looked up to Pioli. Sometimes Pioli would give Muraco assignments and use the same guidelines that Belichick used on him: Do a good job, and there will be more to come. If not, well, we’ll move on to something else.

“We had these sheet-metal tags for the draft board, and you had to manually put the names of the players on them with a sticker,” says Muraco. “One time Scott asked me to work on it, and I thought I did a pretty good job. But I looked in the draft room later and he was straightening everything I had done. I guess they were crooked. He asked me to help him out with other things after that, but not the tags.”

Pioli’s job description was proving to be exactly what Belichick said it was: a little of this and a little of that. Sometimes he was the handyman who fixed the jammed fax machine; sometimes he watched film. He and other employees, some his age and some thirty years older, were so focused on turning around the Browns that there was no time to realize that the team’s office was filling with future stars. The problem was that the stars weren’t on the field. The coaching staff had Nick Saban and Kirk Ferentz. The scouting department had Terry McDonough, Jim Schwartz, and Lionel Vital. Ozzie Newsome, the former Browns tight end, was available to both groups as he tried to figure out which he loved more, coaching or personnel.

“I’ll tell you what it was: It was a great football think tank,” Lombardi says.

The Browns who played on Sundays were a different story, and there was some local disagreement over why the team had finished just 7–9 in Belichick’s second season. In the eyes of Clevelanders, the Browns shouldn’t have been so far away. They had played for the conference championship just two years before Belichick was hired, and they still had quarterback Bernie Kosar, the city’s most popular athlete. Kosar had a lifetime goodwill pass from the fans, as much for what he had said as how he played. He was a local boy, from just outside of Youngstown, who had gone big time. He played his college football at the other Miami, not the university three hundred miles from his hometown but the one fifteen hundred miles away in sunny Coral Gables. He led the Hurricanes to a national championship as a redshirt freshman and was a second-team All-American and fourth-place Heisman finisher as a sophomore.

He was also smart. After just three years of college, he was a few courses shy of graduating. That’s when he got Cleveland’s attention: He stood up and told the nation that he wanted to be a Brown. The city was forever defensive about the recurring Cleveland jokes that everyone in other cities seemed to tell, so Kosar’s words made him a hero before he ever played a game. And when he fought the NFL and intentionally bypassed the regular draft so he could be eligible for the supplemental one, in which Cleveland had maneuvered for the first pick, he automatically gained a city full of protectors. Bernie was theirs. Any problems the Browns had would never be placed on Bernie’s shoulders.

Except Belichick didn’t quite see Kosar, or the team, the way the city saw them. He didn’t think it was a fluke that the Browns had gone 3–13 the year before he got the job. He saw a roster that couldn’t easily be shaped into the type of team he told Lombardi he wanted. In Kosar, he saw an intelligent leader who was becoming more and more physically limited, especially with an ankle that was broken twice in 1992. Belichick didn’t say that publicly, at least not for a while, but it didn’t matter: If the average Browns fan had to blame someone for the team losing, and the candidates were Kosar and Belichick, everyone knew that was a landslide.

But the task of restocking the Browns became a lot easier after the 1992 season. In September of ’92, a federal judge in Minneapolis named David Doty ruled that the NFL’s version of free agency was illegal. Before the ruling, the Browns and every other team in the league were allowed to designate thirty-seven of their forty-five players as protected. Even if a player’s contract had expired, his original team maintained right of first refusal on any contract offers and was obligated to receive compensation if a player signed elsewhere. It was called Plan B free agency, and Doty ruled that it was restraint of trade and violated antitrust laws. The ruling meant that true free agency would exist the next season. It was good news for bad teams like the Browns, who struggled to find thirty-seven players whom they actually wanted to protect.

Through their first two drafts in Cleveland, Belichick and Lombardi had been spotty. They had selected Eric Turner, a physical safety who fit the blueprint for what they were looking for, with the second overall pick in ’91. But their second-rounder, guard Ed King, was a bust. The next year was worse. The first four picks were Tommy Vardell, Patrick Rowe, Bill Johnson, and Gerald Dixon. Only one, Johnson, came close to being an impact player in Cleveland.

That’s why free agency was so important for the Browns, and it’s why they set their sights on the biggest prize available. Reggie White, a Hall of Fame—caliber defensive end in Philadelphia, was a free agent on tour for the best fit and the best contract. Cleveland had one of the early high bids, surprising since team owner Art Modell would soon complain of financial troubles. But ultimately White, an ordained minister, said God led him to Green Bay and greenbacks, and he signed a $17 million deal with the Packers. The Browns’ major free-agent signing was more controversial and considerably cheaper: Vinny Testaverde, who lost a quarterback competition to Kosar when both were college kids in Miami, was coming to compete with him again. He said he was comfortable being Kosar’s backup in Cleveland, but the Browns weren’t thinking that way. They signed him to a one-year deal for $2.5 million, which was $1 million more than he made the previous season as a starter.

Pioli’s first year in the NFL had been quite an education. He learned a lot about the constant tension between team executives and the media by following the way Belichick was covered. If it wasn’t already an open secret, it would be during the 1993 season: The coach had dramatically reduced the media’s access, so in turn he wasn’t going to get any slack from the press. They would have to praise through clenched teeth if Belichick’s Browns put together a winning season. Anything short of that would bring them back to the villain, for whom they already had scripts written.

There was also plenty to learn by watching the veteran scouts. Pioli adored them, and they reciprocated because he was eager to learn and willing to listen. One of his favorites was a local, born and raised just forty minutes away in industrial Barberton. He was fifty-eight, but he was in better shape than most people in the office due to his football genes and his obsession with playing racquetball. There were many ways to describe his personality, but his nickname said it all: Bulldog.

“A man’s man,” says Vital. “The kind of guy who wouldn’t back down from anything. He’d invite you to his home for a meal and had a beautiful heart, but you just knew he wasn’t going to let you handle him any kind of way.”

“Old-school guy all the way,” says Belichick. “Very focused, very tough, and a hard grader. If he said a player was tough, you could take that to the bank.”

His given name was Thomas George Dimitroff, but most people used that appropriate nickname or just “Tom.” Pioli called him “Mr. D.” The stories about him were legendary. His parents, immigrants from Macedonia and Hungary, used to own a restaurant-bar in nearby Portage Lakes called Van’s Blue Gill. Tom, with his short-sleeved white dress shirt, skinny black tie, and horn-rimmed glasses, was often behind the bar serving drinks and food. He was a shade under six feet tall and was two hundred pounds of muscle. He was a gentleman and a brawler: Any hint of trouble at last call would lead to the removal of his glasses, and magically, it would seem as if the rowdies were seeing him for the first time. They always knew to stop the nonsense when the glasses came off.

Some people in Barberton remembered him as Tommy George, from the days when his parents believed that Americanizing their last name would lead to less grief for the family. But he was such a good high school quarterback that it wasn’t long before Duhmitt-troff was rolling off local tongues. He got a scholarship to play at Miami University, the in-state one, and played for future Notre Dame coach Ara Parseghian. He was actually drafted by the Browns in 1957, the same year the team selected Jim Brown in the first round, but instead played professionally in Canada. He had a brief stay in the AFL with the expansion Boston Patriots and was retired by the time he was twenty-five.

His parents wanted him to be an electrician, something that would provide steady work. But he was too competitive, and after helping out at Van’s for a while, he got into coaching. By 1974, he was an assistant coach in the CFL as the offensive coordinator for the Ottawa Rough Riders. Two years later, his team won the Super Bowl of Canada, the Grey Cup. Between pro coaching opportunities in Hamilton; a head coaching stint at the University of Guelph, about an hour away from Toronto; and the chance to scout and pick players in Ottawa, Tom Dimitroff and his family stayed in Canada for fourteen years. Anyone who played for him knew what a stickler he was for details and how he had no tolerance for players who put themselves above the team and didn’t want to listen.

Anyone who lived with him could tell you that, too.

“If I was ever bringing any of my friends to the house, I’d warn them before we went in there,” says his son Thomas. “I’d say, ‘Don’t just grunt something out there.’ He was an old-school coach, a disciplinarian. If you didn’t call him ‘Coach Dimitroff’ or ‘Mr. Dimitroff,’ it bothered him and there’d be a problem.”

Not only did the youngest of Tom and Helen Dimitroff’s three children share his father’s name, he also wanted to be in the same profession. Young Thomas idolized his father and inherited his intensity. When his father brought home six oversized bags that are typically used for sharpening football techniques, Thomas spent the entire summer doing bag drills. He was fourteen. His brother, Randy, who was four years older and a better athlete, told him to relax and be a kid. He wasn’t interested. What really excited him was sneaking out to night practices at Guelph, where Tom was the head coach and Randy was a quarterback. Tom would sometimes glare across the field and ask him what he was doing there, but he’d always let him stay, knowing the familiar look of someone smitten by a game.

By the time Thomas graduated from high school and went to play at Guelph as a cornerback-safety, his father had taken a scouting job with the Browns. Randy was still there, so they were able to play one season together. After that, Thomas was on his own and he emerged as a team captain. But despite all his drills, and despite meticulously watching the Dallas Cowboys on TV because he loved cornerback Everson Walls’s ability to backpedal and anticipate, he knew what was coming. He didn’t just inherit Tom’s intensity; he had his honesty, too. He wasn’t good enough to play in the NFL or CFL. His future was in coaching or evaluating players. He already knew it, and he’d overheard his parents, one of them the NFL scout in the family, confirm it.

“Let’s face it, Helen,” his father had said. “Tommy’s smart and works his ass off, but he’s an average athlete.”

Average? It wasn’t exactly the analysis he wanted to hear but he agreed it was the right one. When he graduated in 1990, he began scouting in Canada. Three years later, at the start of the 1993 NFL season, he was working side by side in Cleveland with his father. In theory, at least.

While the man known as Bulldog was continuing to scout for the toughest players in the country, his twenty-six-year-old son was a first-year member of the Browns’ grounds crew. Thomas had gained scouting experience in Saskatchewan and in the NFL-backed World League of American Football. He wasn’t above getting dirty for the job, so when the World League folded he leapt at the part-time opportunity in a city his parents called home. Four days a week, Thomas was like any other groundskeeper the Browns employed at the suburban practice facility: His sandy brown hair was usually filled with grass blades and paint; he limed the field; he sprayed fertilizer; he did his best to avoid swirling neurotoxins.

But he had a couple things going on that many of his landscaping coworkers weren’t aware of, although Belichick was. The most impressive thing he could say was that he had access to the Browns’ files on college players. That’s because he had Belichick’s blessing to look at the files, even though he was working part time for another team. Thomas was a part-time weekend scout for the Kansas City Chiefs. What it meant was that he scouted Ohio and Pennsylvania, all via car trips, from Friday through Sunday.

Belichick knew that Thomas was watching tape in the office, but he didn’t mind because it didn’t interfere with what the Browns were doing and he had great respect for his father. It’s also why Thomas the Groundskeeper, full of funk and ambition, was allowed to pop into scouting and talk with his father, if he was in town. Sometimes he’d go in there, toting his vegan lunch, to talk with Pioli and Muraco.

“Oh, we all remember what it was like when he’d come in,” says Muraco. “He’d have all this dust on him, he’d be wearing dirty shorts, and he’d have paint on his chin. If I was filing reports, he’d sit there and help me file them. Sometimes we’d order food from a place called Bucci’s, an Italian restaurant in Berea, and we’d be eating chicken parm and rigatoni. He’d pull out a Tupperware container full of rice and tomatoes. It was always a good time when he was around.”

As the Browns approached the midway point of the ’93 season, it was hard for most people to complain.

The team had begun the season with its best start under Belichick, 3–0, and was 5–2 heading into its bye week after a satisfying win over its most hated rival, Pittsburgh. Cleveland and Pittsburgh were separated by just 130 miles, so while the rest of the NFL gave respectful nods from afar to the Steelers for the four Super Bowls they’d won in a six-year span, Cleveland was the empty-handed neighbor forced to stand by and watch the frequent celebrations. No one had to be reminded that the Steelers had basically lived at the Super Bowl while the Browns had never been. It was that void that made a loyal fan base even more manic, and it’s why the recent mini-drought of losing seasons was so irritating.

While Belichick had named Bernie Kosar the starter for the 1993 season, his actions seemed to suggest that his heart was elsewhere. At the hint of any struggles from Kosar, Belichick would pull him and replace him with Vinny Testaverde. Objectively, Testaverde looked better on the job. His arm was stronger and he was more mobile, although he didn’t have Kosar’s ability to quickly diagnose what defenses were trying to do to him. After being pulled from three straight games, Kosar saw the inevitable happen. He lost his starting job to Testaverde. But the only negative to the Steelers win was that Testaverde was simultaneously crushed by two linebackers and separated his right shoulder. He was out for the season, so by default, the job was Kosar’s again.

Temporarily.

On November 7, an unforgettable Monday in Cleveland, the Browns held a 5–3 record after coming out of their bye with a loss to Denver. They were in first place in their division. On that same day, they cut Kosar, a move that hurt many Clevelanders more than all the combined heartache the organization had suffered since 1964, when the Browns last won a title. This wasn’t just painful in their eyes. This was a crime against the family. This was disrespectful. Bernie was Cleveland: big, sprawling, and unconventional at first sight, but after you looked around for a while, a lot better than you thought.

But nine seasons into Kosar’s career, Belichick had announced that his skills had diminished. This was personal. Kosar had won division titles for them, gotten them to the cusp of the Super Bowl three times. They’d written songs about him, taking the melody of Richard Berry’s classic “Louie Louie” and making a new song called “Bernie Bernie.”Bernie Bernie / Oh yeah / How you can throw… It was as if everything Belichick said about Kosar he was saying to them, too. What do you mean we’re diminished? What do you mean we’re not good enough for this team? Who the hell are you?

Some fans dragged out their grills and set their season tickets on fire. A twenty-year-old student at Baldwin-Wallace College, just down the road from the Browns’ practice facility, paced outside with a huge sign: CUT BELICHICK, NOT BERNIE. When she was asked to elaborate in an interview she said, “Bernie Kosar is the heart and soul of the Cleveland Browns. Bill Belichick bites the big one.”

Belichick was right by saying Kosar’s skills had diminished, but he was still the best quarterback he had, especially with Testaverde out. Many years later, he would be faced with another quarterback controversy and he would handle it much differently. But this was a public-relations nightmare from which he wouldn’t recover.

Modell publicly backed his coach, for the second time in less than a month. The first sign of support came in late October when he extended Belichick’s contract by two years, which meant he would theoretically have him coaching the Browns through 1997. But Modell was no real ally. Few people in Cleveland knew what a financial mess the owner had gotten himself into, and no one could have guessed what his solution was going to be. Modell not only was left out of the new downtown stadium/arena projects for the Indians and Cavaliers, he lost significant income when he was no longer the Indians’ landlord. It wouldn’t be long before he started having secret meetings with another city about the piles of yet-to-be-claimed cash it had earmarked for a pro football team, and those meetings would eventually lure him out of town, with the entire franchise in tow.

The Browns lost five of their next six games after releasing Kosar, practically guaranteeing Belichick’s third consecutive losing season. The team needed help with everything: the stadium, ownership, players, dialogue with the public. The words that Belichick delivered to Pioli a year earlier seemed much sharper now. A long run in the NFL was hard enough and even harder if you were bold enough to make decisions that could turn an entire region against you.

Once again, the season ended without a trip to the playoffs. The Browns were 7–9 for the second year in a row. Belichick and Lombardi had agreed that their scouting system might go through some starts and stops before it finally flourished, and that was proving to be true through the 1994 draft. The issue was franchise-altering, impactful players. The Browns had drafted one, arguably, from 1991 to 1994, and that was Turner, Belichick’s first Cleveland draft pick. They had six selections in the top thirty in that period without hitting on one who could be considered the best at his position in the league.

They had worked out some of the language issues, getting the pro and college scouting departments on the same page in terms of how a player was described. They all knew the alerts of the system, from the lowercase “a” (which meant there was some type of concern about a player’s age) to the uppercase “Z” (which meant that a player lacked the required size or height according to the height/weight/speed organizational charts). The problem was swinging on draft day, when they didn’t necessarily swing and miss but they came up with a lot of harmless singles.

The percentages were much better in free agency, where in back-to-back years Belichick had brought in two of his smartest defensive players from the Giants. Carl Banks and Pepper Johnson were everything Belichick wanted in linebackers: studious, instinctive, and big. Both were outliers to that old saw: Those who can do do; those who can’t teach. They could do and teach, which gave them credibility with coaches and players.

There was a good feel to the beginning of the 1994 season. Testaverde was healthy again, so there was no quarterback drama to keep up with. Kosar had won a Super Bowl ring as a backup with the Cowboys after being cut by the Browns, and now he had returned to his college home to be a backup with the Dolphins. The issue was over for three hours every Sunday, but it would always be a regional talking point.

On game days, the only thing to discuss was the Browns’ defense. Nick Saban, who was as close to being Belichick’s coaching twin as anyone in sports, had the unit playing better than any in the league. It helped that Saban got a Pro Bowl season out of Turner, but he also coaxed one out of Johnson, just the second of the thirty-year-old inside linebacker’s career. In November, after beating the Oilers by 24 points, the Browns had their ninth win, securing the first winning season of Belichick’s career. Cleveland finished 11–5 and allowed 204 points, the fewest in the league. The last time a Browns defense had such sparkling numbers was the 1950s, when they were coached by Hall of Famer Paul Brown.

The 1994 season’s high and low points came in consecutive weeks. On New Year’s Day 1995, the Browns won their first play-off game since 1989 with a wild-card victory over the New England Patriots, who were coached by Belichick’s former boss Bill Parcells. The next week, the Browns went to see their rivals, the Steelers, and were easily rubbed out, 29–9.

Thomas left the Browns to take a scouting job with the Lions, moving to Atlanta to become their Southeast scout in 1994. He got insight on the Browns’ productive season from talks with his father and Pioli. He missed joking with Pioli at the office and seeing his father, and his extended family, so often when he lived in Ohio. The positive was that when his father was on the road scouting, he had a connection to the family, because sometimes they’d be scouting at the same schools. They’d talk about players, have dinner, and make fun of each other.

Tom always told his sons and his players about the importance of being on time. So Thomas loved it when he would arrive on campus forty-five minutes to an hour before his father did. “I see how it is,” Thomas would say, pointing to his watch. “Slacking off a bit this morning, huh?” When Tom learned that his son was a vegan, he’d tease him about what he was, or wasn’t, eating. “Berries and twigs today?” he’d ask. “Or ‘too-fu’?” But then the ultimate meat-and-potatoes man, in a meat-and-potatoes business, would mention that he loved the fact that his son had principles and was sticking to them.

Tom liked that his son and Pioli took the time to truly listen to what they were told, sometimes to a fault. When Thomas moved to Atlanta, his father told him that any full-time scout in the league needed a reliable car. The obvious choice was his father’s favorite, the Ford Taurus. Thomas got a cobalt-blue one, quickly became conscious of how uncool it was, and told the half-truth that it was a “company car” when he took women out on dates. Car tips aside, Tom gave his younger son business survival tips, often using his own mistakes as lesson plans.

“Keep doing what you’re doing and you’ll be fine,” he told his son. “And know when to express yourself and when to bite your tongue. I probably could have done a few more things in this game if I had held my tongue more often.”

On a few occasions he would tell Helen, “If you’re lucky in this life, you can count your true friends on one hand… Thomas has got a true friend in Scott.”

It was yet another example of superior advance scouting, because Tom couldn’t have realized just how prophetic his words would turn out to be.

Although everyone could see Tom’s toughness, and his nickname suggested that he didn’t have much nuance, he could surprise you away from the office. His wife, whom he met in Barberton, was his best friend. They loved to spend hours in their garden or take road trips to flea markets and antique shops, where Helen could look at the Victorian furniture that she was partial to. None of the other scouts would have been able to grasp the image of the Bulldog in an antique shop. The man they knew was tireless in talking about football and playing racquetball. Whenever he talked to his older son, Randy, and he knew that a visit was coming, he’d always end the conversation with “Bring your racquet.”

“He wouldn’t stop at five games,” Helen says. “If you’d let him, he’d go to seven or eight.”

As the Browns headed into 1995, Belichick’s fifth season, Tom felt refreshed. He was fifty-nine, still as active and athletic as ever. Early in the year, a couple months before the April draft, he was on the road and played a half dozen rigorous games of racquetball as usual. What wasn’t normal was that, after the games, his body was telling him that he had to urinate yet he still couldn’t go.

He told Helen about it when he got home, and she said it was something they definitely needed to monitor. Soon after, there was another problem. He was scheduled to leave town again for at least a week, but he was starting to wonder what was going on. He called Helen into the bathroom. “Oh my God,” he said. “You’ve got to see this.”

He had been able to go this time, but the toilet was filled with blood.

“Don’t panic,” he said to Helen.

“I’m not panicking,” she replied, trying her hardest to be calm. “But you can’t go on the road in the morning. We need to see a doctor.”

What they learned was that Tom had a massive, ten-inch cancerous tumor, about the length of a football, around his kidneys. Doctors were able to remove the tumor and kept Tom in the hospital for a week. About six weeks later, he was playing racquetball again.

Tom and Helen Dimitroff, who had led a football life and raised a football family for more than thirty years, weren’t thinking about the sport as much as usual at the start of the ’95 season. Tom had been doing well since the scare in March. But the hardest thing for him to come to terms with at that time was the emotional separation he had been forced to make from the Browns.

They had fired him.

His mind was as sharp as ever and no one knew the game better. He was well liked by most and fairly paid, but by no means was his salary burdensome. Lombardi was in charge of the scouting department, and there were times when he and Tom didn’t see things the same way. Everyone who had been around Tom knew that he was a passionate defender of his positions and was much more in favor of raw opinions than diplomatic filters. There were arguments with Lombardi, and often they’d become heated and personal. The dismissal of Tom led to some intense conversations when all of the Dimitroffs were together. There was considerable time spent trying to sort out some of the feelings they had toward Lombardi.

“I had a lot of respect for Tom, and I know I could have handled the situation a lot better,” Lombardi says. “I made some mistakes. I take full responsibility for them.”

It was a challenging time for the Dimitroffs because the family members were in different places. Randy was in Canada, Thomas was in Atlanta, and while their sister, Sharon, was in the Strongsville area, where Tom and Helen lived, she was there raising her own young family. Being away from his father was a source of guilt for Thomas, who went back and forth on whether he should leave his job with the Lions. Both Tom and Helen told him the thought was ridiculous and that they’d be fine. They also let him know that they were getting unsolicited visits from Pioli.

There were times when Pioli would make the short drive to Strongsville just to sit and talk football with a lifelong player, coach, and scout. Sometimes, that’s all the Bulldog needed. Their talks could be profound or trivial, like the time Tom spent a few minutes trying to persuade Pioli to incorporate bison jerky into his diet. To make these visits, Pioli would take his multitasking to a higher level so he could get all his work done and still make time for people whom he considered family.

Tom wasn’t working with the hometown team anymore, but there hadn’t been anything alarming with his health for a few months. His follow-up visits and checkups were all clean, and he even found time to play a few racquetball games in September and October. After playing one day he said to Helen, “I don’t feel good.”

“Tom, you’re not twenty-one anymore,” she answered. “Maybe you should play fewer games.”

“No, I don’t think that’s it. I just don’t feel like myself.”

Their wedding anniversary was October 28, and they were planning to celebrate out with some friends. But Helen noticed that Tom wasn’t quite right, so she told him that they could cancel and stay in for the night.

“I think we should go,” he said. “Something tells me this may be the last time we get the chance to do it.”

They did go out that night, and everyone could see it. The Tom they knew was the guy who once had a taco-eating contest with a coach and was jubilant when he won, 14 to 13. He was someone who would go through three or four bottles of Tabasco sauce a year because he’d pour the blazing stuff all over his plate. He was the one who went crazy for his wife’s Hungarian stuffed peppers, and he’d clean those medium-hot banana peppers himself because when Helen tried they brought tears to her eyes. His foods had spice, and so did he. He was a presence. He told great stories and enjoyed a muscular laugh as much as anyone. But none of it was there that night. He was quieter than his wife and friends had ever remembered, seemingly drifting elsewhere.

He went to see his doctor again, in November, and was given a CAT scan. When they got the news, they were speechless. The tumor had returned and spread throughout his abdomen. He had renal-cell carcinoma. It was too much for even a world-class hospital like the Cleveland Clinic to control.

“How long do I have?” Tom asked.

He was still a coach, a scout, a tough guy. He had a way of getting answers to questions that aren’t normally answered. He wanted the truth or the best guess at it.

“It doesn’t look good,” he was told. “Maybe two months.”

There wasn’t a lot they could or wanted to say. Helen immediately thought of alternative therapies and made appointments with an acupuncturist. They told their children, and all of them tried to visit when they could, adjusting work and family schedules. Pioli heard the news and didn’t wait for the family to ask for anything. He wanted to know when Tom needed to go to the clinic, and when he found out, he’d be the one to take him. When Tom was at home, covered in blankets in his den and simply in need of a football conversation, Pioli was there. No questions asked.

“My mom didn’t like to drive down to the Cleveland Clinic, and my dad was in a really bad place,” Thomas says. “And there’s Scott, you know, in a very precarious situation, working at a place that had let go of my father but still taking time away from there and letting it be known to them that he was being a friend.

“His humanity was more important than a job. And I think he understood that if this was crossing the line, he could get a job somewhere else and still be able to look [at] himself in the mirror. Scott was taking my dad to chemotherapy. I know my mom will forever remember that.”

There was a less important precariousness at the office but one that still had deflated the entire region. The news had finally broken about Modell and the Browns. They were moving to Baltimore. Modell was seduced by the reality of making twice as much in stadium revenue in Baltimore as he had in Cleveland. He had slyly met with Maryland politicians for months, once having an entire meeting on a private jet while never leaving the tarmac. After having their letters and phone calls unreturned, Ohio politicians began to sniff out what Modell was up to in late September. It was confirmed in November. He had gone to Maryland, signed the Browns over to that state, and naively thought that the story wouldn’t get out until the Browns were safely out of town.

Headlines screamed, and fans and talk-radio hosts screamed louder. The Browns, fixtures on Sunday afternoons since 1946, were leaving. They were 4–4 when the news leaked. Afterward, they went 1–7. No one’s job was safe, Belichick and Pioli included.

Tom Dimitroff had already lost his job, then his team, and now he was fighting for his life.

In his last days, he sometimes sounded like himself. That was if he could muster the strength and be lucid through all the drugs he took to dull his pain. On those days, he still had words for his family. He asked Thomas and Randy to please find it in their hearts to forgive the Cleveland Browns. He loved all his children, and he was particularly moved that his sons were so protective of their father. But he had advice that was initially tough for them to hear.

“Forgive Mike Lombardi,” Tom had whispered.

He learned that friends, former players, and prayer warriors whom he didn’t know were praying for him. He was touched by their phone calls and letters. “You know what, Helen?” he said one day. “I’m sorry the Lord is taking me now because I have so much witnessing to do for Him.”

After Christmas and New Year’s, he got weaker. What he wanted at that point was to be comfortable and around his family. He knew he was going to die, and he didn’t want to do it in hospice care. Thomas wrote a song for him, “Dad, My Hero,” and sang it to him, strumming a guitar. Tom smiled and tears welled. He slept for long hours at home, and as he slept, a wooden cross was placed on his chest. It was a reference to one of his favorite gospel songs, “The Old Rugged Cross.”

It wouldn’t be long.

“I’ll never forget when we were all gathered around him,” Thomas says. “My mom had to deliver the message of what the doctors had told her. They didn’t expect him to make it longer than a couple days. And my dad said, in the calmest voice, ‘Helen, I’m going home. This is what I’ve been praying for.’”

Thomas pauses for several seconds as he recalls the story. He tries to continue the thought without becoming emotional but can’t: “In that moment, you definitely feel God’s presence… I don’t know… I still tear up about it…”

Thomas George Dimitroff Sr. died on January 20, 1996. He was sixty.

His funeral was on a harsh, gray, and icy day in northeast Ohio. They were the kind of conditions he would have expected his players to execute in without excuses. Many of those players were there, as pallbearers carrying his casket to its final resting place. One of the pallbearers was Scott Pioli.

There had been a bit of a family stir earlier when Lombardi had arrived to pay his respects. But Thomas remembered the words of his father, and although he still had questions about how things ended with the Browns, he greeted Lombardi warmly.

At the grave site, five minutes from where Tom had gone to high school, a singer performed “Amazing Grace.” As the casket was lowered into the ground, a man approached Helen Dimitroff. It was Bill Belichick. He knew then that he wasn’t going to be a part of the Browns’ future, but he felt compelled to apologize for their past. The Browns hadn’t had a good 1995, from the dismissal of an ailing Tom Dimitroff to sneaking out of town. They were just a few weeks away from dismissing Belichick, too.

Belichick said he was sorry for the way things were handled with her husband and best friend, and apologized for some of the mistakes he made during that time. Then he and Helen embraced.

“Would you mind if I put a rose on your husband’s casket?” he asked.

She thought it was a beautiful gesture and nodded. He placed the rose on the casket and then stepped back. Helen could sense his sincerity. She knew as well as anyone how unpredictable the business of pro sports was, and it was part of the reason she made a point of encouraging people she knew in the business. She had always done that with her husband and son, and she was known for writing cards with small notes of encouragement to their friends. Bill Belichick was going to be added to her list. There would be a time when Helen would send one of those cards to Belichick’s office, and the address wouldn’t be just his place of business; it would be Thomas’s and Pioli’s as well.
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