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Brown didn’t play the role 

of ‘football legend’ the way 

the Browns wanted him to. 

He lived on his own terms.

Justice B. Hill

To men of a certain age, 
Jim Brown served as a 
reminder of our wonder 

years. Brown wasn’t merely our grid-
iron hero; he was more than football.

No Cleveland Brown player was as visi-
ble in my boyhood as he was; none was as 
politically attuned to an era.

Brown, who died Thursday at age 87, 
stood elbow to elbow with Muhammad 
Ali, Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm 
X and other key figures in civil rights, 
establishing a reputation that kept his 
name fresh in people’s minds. 

Yet one thing Brown didn’t do was 
allow the movement — or anybody else 
— to define him. 

He never sided with convention when 
convention didn’t fit his narrative on life, 
love or politics.

In the twilight of life, Brown was 
often vilified because he refused to 
adapt. People here made a to-do over his 
hesitance to participate in a ceremony 
that honored the greatest players in 
franchise history. 

Team officials planned to salute Brown 
and 15 others with a place of honor inside 
then-FirstEnergy Stadium. All the sur-
viving honorees were invited, but the one 
man who meant the most to fans showed 
no interest in attending.

For that reason, a segment of the 
community called him petty, petulant 
and much worse. It felt abandoned, 
believing another athlete it worshiped 
jilted it. 

But as crestfallen as people were, they 
couldn’t expect a man to live his life for 
them. Surely, they couldn’t expect a 
prideful man like Brown to do so.

His silence about the event showed 
his disdain for how the Browns had 
treated him. They tried to discard 
Brown like a pair of worn-out Converse 
All Stars, hopeful he might still take 
part in their sideshow: perhaps playing 
the carnival barker or the court jester 
who was happy to smile, pose for photo 
ops and sign autographs.

To accept such a role would have 
abased Brown. He could no more play 
the part Joe Louis and Willie Mays 
played for Vegas casinos in their declin-
ing years than he could scrub his image 
squeaky clean.

Scott Patsko   spatsko@cleveland.com

Jim Brown’s first game as a pro was 
a Wednesday night exhibition opener 
against the Lions in 1957. It wasn’t a 
splashy debut. 

Brown wasn’t mentioned until near the 
end of the next day’s recap in The Plain 
Dealer.

“Jim Brown played briefly but the All 
American from Syracuse wasn’t able 
to shake loose,” reporter Chuck Heaton 
wrote.

His second exhibition game provided 
the splash. Brown rushed for 96 yards in a 
win against the Steelers. 

It was a 48-yard touchdown run in the 
third quarter that made its way into the 
next day’s headlines.

When Brown got back to the sideline 
after the play, coach Paul Brown simply 
said, “You’re my fullback.”

Brown’s legacy only grew from there.
When Brown died Thursday night at 

age 87, that legacy had come to encompass 
more than his time in the NFL, from which 
he retired as the league’s all-time leading 
rusher and soon became a Hall of Famer. 
It branched out to social activism and act-
ing, and also included a complicated per-
sonal life.

Statues outside Cleveland Browns Sta-
dium in Cleveland and Syracuse Univer-
sity remain, symbolizing his glory days as 
a football player.

“I think it goes without saying he’s not 
only the greatest Cleveland Brown of all 
time, but I think arguably the greatest pro 
football player of all time,” Browns owner 
Jimmy Haslam said during the 2016 statue 
unveiling in Cleveland.

But a combination of Brown’s desire 
to do more than play football and his 

fractured relationship with then-Browns 
owner Art Modell led to his retirement 
from the NFL after nine seasons. He 
was just 29 at the time, and the reigning 
league MVP.

“I had a full dose (of football),” 
Brown told Sports Illustrated in 2015. 
“It gave me an opportunity to express 
myself on a personal level. As a Black 
man in America, there were certain 
disadvantages to my existence. 

“Football gave me certain other 
advantages. It has been a major part of 
my existence.”

In his post-football life, Brown acted 
in more than 50 films and television 
shows. He also embraced social activism, 
famously taking a lead role in the Ali 
Summit, held in Cleveland in 1967 to 
address Muhammad Ali’s refusal to serve 
in the Vietnam War.
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Goodbye to a legend

The Browns icon is gone at 

87, but his legacy is much 

more than football — social 

activism, acting, and a 

complicated personal life.

Jim Brown, here circa 1965 taking a breather from running over linebackers, 
died Thursday in California at age 87.   Hulton Archive, Getty Images

Cuyahoga County Council is 

looking to hire someone to work 

as an ‘outreach specialist.’

Kaitlin Durbin   kdurbin@cleveland.com

Cuyahoga County Council is hiring a 
communications expert to help elevate 
its image.

The communications and outreach 
specialist will advise the councilmem-
bers on how to better connect with the 
communities they serve, share council’s 
actions and coordinate media strategies 
“to enhance the County’s and Council’s 
profile,” according to the job description 
posted Wednesday.

The person will also develop online 
surveys “to understand the County’s 

perspective on specific issues,” the post said.
The position is full time, requiring 

a Bachelor’s or post-graduate degree 
in public relations, communications, 
or related field with three years of 
experience in public relations, marketing, 
communications, or journalism. Salary 
information was not included.

Applications are due by June 2.
This is the first time since the council 

was formed that it is considering hiring 
dedicated staff to focus on public outreach 
and image, though it did have a consultant 
doing similar work after the initial transi-
tion to the charter form of government.

Council President Pernel Jones Jr., said 
several colleagues had expressed a need 
to have someone on staff assisting with 
social media and connecting with con-
stituents in their district to educate them 
about council.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Council looking to boost its image
Commission wants Cuyahoga 

Valley Scenic Railroad connection 

as part of a massive project.

Steven Litt   slitt@cleveland.com

Early stage “conceptual” plans for a 
massive downtown riverfront development 
proposed by Bedrock, the real estate 
company headed by Cavaliers owner 
Dan Gilbert, won unanimous approval 
Friday from the Cleveland City Planning 
Commission.

The project, designed to unfold over 
the next two decades, calls for building  
3.5 million square feet of offices, apart-
ments, retail, and entertainment spaces 
between Tower City Center’s unfinished 
western edge and the Cuyahoga River.

Friday’s approval came with conditions. 
One of the most important is that the city 
wants Bedrock to continue working with 
public agencies to explore the possibility 
of including an extension of the Cuyahoga 
Valley Scenic Railroad in its plans.

Such a connection could provide a 
direct rail link from Tower City Center 
to the Cuyahoga Valley National Park 
and Akron — something planners have 
dreamed about for decades.

Deb Janik, Bedrock’s project manager 
for the riverfront, said she was pleased 
by Friday’s vote and that Bedrock is 
enthusiastic about exploring the scenic 
railroad link.

“We really have to leverage Tower 
City,’’ she said. “It is the historic train 
terminal and rail hub.’’ She added that 
Bedrock’s attitude is: “Let’s keep looking 
at it and working together.”

DOWNTOWN RIVERFRONT DEVELOPMENT 

A railroad for the riverfront?
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