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 Dedication


This book is dedicated to everyone who has
helped me achieve my dreams along the way. You are the riptide
behind any success I have.

I love you all.

Soli Deo Gloria



 Why Did I Write
This Book?


One day, while watching ESPN’s 30 for 30
documentary on the USC dynasty, the idea for this book hit me. USC
had a great run in the early to mid 2000’s and they deserved all of
the attention they were receiving on the show, but Alabama’s
dynasty was the greater story; at least in my opinion. After
watching the show, I found myself wondering why there weren’t more
documentaries about the Crimson Tide’s historic run. I was afraid
that nobody would attempt to capture that run while it was fresh in
the players’ minds.

I decided I would attempt to capture it myself.
I’ve never regretted that decision. I’ve enjoyed meeting a lot of
former players and have even gained some friends along the way.

There are plenty of opinions swirling around
about Alabama’s football program in general, and Coach Saban in
particular. This book is not an attempt to add my opinions to the
pot. Instead, much like the 30 for 30 documentary on USC, I
wanted to allow the players to tell their stories about the Alabama
dynasty through their own personal experiences. I believe they
enjoyed having that opportunity and I was blessed to learn from
them as well.

I’m a life-long Alabama fan. I grew up during
the “probation” years, when Alabama football was known more as a
fossil than anything else. I recall, as a young boy, sitting in the
sleet and rain in 2000, watching Alabama lose to their archrival
Auburn - capping off a disappointing 3-8 season. It was tragedy in
motion. I didn’t think it could get worse... but it did.

Alabama, for most of my teenage years, was mired
in mediocrity. They suffered from the repercussions of NCAA
probation violations, and they shuffled head coaches in and out at
an alarming pace. For a young Alabama fan, it was tough to endure.
I had grown up hearing about the glory days of Bear Bryant and I
was enamored with the Crimson Tide.

There was always something special about being
around the stadium in Tuscaloosa for me. But those probation years
seemed to wash that excitement away. By the time I was 18, I
started to question whether Alabama would ever rise up out the pit
they were in.

But rise they did!

They not only rose up, they elevated their game
beyond the fans’ wildest imaginations.

If you didn’t grow up in Alabama, or you haven’t
experienced what it’s like to be part of the Crimson Tide culture,
this might sound a little crazy to you. But Alabama fans are
different. We take the wins and losses personally. We don’t just go
to the games; we live them. There’s a hunger inside of us to see
the Tide win championships.

Maybe it’s because Alabama is the greatest
dynasty of all time and it’s just in our blood to carry that
tradition forward. Maybe it’s because we were raised to cheer for
the Crimson and White and it would be treason to not do so with the
highest expectations. Whatever the reason for our fanaticism,
Alabama football is a part of us. It’s a Crimson thing. And
we wouldn’t have it any other way.

Which brings me to the real reason I wrote this
book. I wanted my favorite program, which has given me so many
personal moments of joy in my life, to be represented like the USC
program was in that ESPN documentary. I wanted dedicated fans, like
myself, to be able to experience this historic run through the eyes
of those who lived it. I wanted the University of Alabama, Coach
Saban and the players to know how much the fans appreciate all of
their hard work. We want to pay it forward to them as much as we
can.

I wanted the fans to know how much love the
players have for them. I wanted a young prep prospect to know what
it is that separates Alabama from every other college football
program in the country.

The Alabama Crimson Tide is in the midst of a
special time in college football history. As they continue to shred
the record books, they also have set a standard for the rest of the
world to adore. They do things the right way; they do it with
class. Why wouldn’t I want to share that story with anyone and
everyone I could?

Roll Tide!



 Introduction


Amongst the calm beauty and glamour of the sea
there is danger, a hidden undercurrent, strong enough to sweep away
anything it comes into contact with. It is deceptive; a calm stream
that runs through the midst of waves, lulling unsuspecting swimmers
into the mistaken belief that is the safest spot to frolic. This is
a fatal mistake, for this undercurrent grabs a man, wears him down,
leeches away his strength through its constant, relentless flow of
water that surrounds him, tugs him, pulls him out to sea. It is
unsuspecting. It is remorseless. It is powerful. This is the
riptide.

Alabama football, commonly referred to as the
Crimson Tide, is such a force. There are many legends from
Tuscaloosa who have made appearances on national television and
graced the front covers of magazines. Those players deserve every
accolade they have achieved. They are the face of the program. But
there is another group of lesser-known names that have been the
backbone of Alabama’s recent dynasty. These players represent what
I call the Riptide of the dynasty.

Like the riptides of the ocean, they are often
unheralded, yet they have had a fatal impact on Alabama’s
opponents. They are the missing link of the Alabama story that
needs to be told. They are the scout players, the fullbacks, the
grind workers who don’t look for the recognition they deserve. They
are the guys who push their teammates during the week to prepare
for the war on Saturday. They make key blocks to free up lanes for
running backs. They produce big hits in game changing situations.
They answer when they’re called upon to score a touchdown in crunch
time. They sweep away their competition and never say a word about
it.

I wanted to write this book to give these
Riptide players a voice. I wanted people to understand how vital
they have been to the overall success of Alabama’s modern
dynasty.

I was personally impacted by how important every
player of Alabama’s team really is in regards to them pushing one
another in every aspect of the game. Let me give you some examples.
Courtney Upshaw, the former highly-decorated Alabama linebacker,
needs a Ben Howell to push him in practice so Upshaw can perform at
a high level once he’s in the game. Without former Crimon Tide
running back Roy Upchurch, maybe there is no Mark Ingram because of
the mentorship Upchurch was able to bring to a young Mark when he
arrived in Tuscaloosa. Eryk Anders had to fight for his spot as a
linebacker, but he eventually won it over and sealed the deal for
Alabama in the National Championship in 2009. Parker Philpot walked
on at Alabama and played his role without complaining. He pushed
the starters to greatness day in and day out in the summer and fall
camps through his determined commitment to Coach Saban’s process.
Parker is a two-time National Champ. There are many more stories
just like these throughout this book. I hope you’re starting to
grasp the importance of these Riptide players when it comes to
winning football games in T-Town.

We live in a culture that promotes the
individual. We see the star quarterbacks and flashy wide receivers
and we end up leaving the roots of what works best in life in the
first place - teamwork. I’ve sat back as a fan for years and
watched Alabama systematically dismantle teams through an
old-school team mentality. It’s been beautiful. We look at Coach
Saban and all of the hype surrounding the program and we sometimes
forget that none of the things they have accomplished came without
the sacrifice of the next man beside them.

The players on Alabama, from the stars to the
walk-ons, sacrifice their egos and personal agendas for the overall
success of the program. This doesn’t just happen. It’s against our
human nature to be that selfless. Coach Saban leads this selfless
philosophy by example, and that example bleeds over onto the rest
of his team. All of this is done with consistency and the results
are stunning. Alabama has won four National Championships in less
than a decade. In today’s culture of “I,” that is an incredibly
difficult thing to do.

This is the story of how some of the
lesser-known names helped the Alabama Crimson Tide rise from the
ashes of despair to once again rule college football. Coach Nick
Saban and his staff have built an amazing system that has not been
duplicated. They cannot be denied. Yet, they have also been able to
recruit some amazing young men to drive that system to near
perfection. The Riptide of Alabama’s program has silently swept
away the bitter years of probation through their self-determined
attitude to not be denied for the sake of their brothers, on and
off the field. In short, these guys, like their head coach, chose
to sacrifice their names for the sake of being a part of something
special.

How did they do it? How did they stay so
consistent? What are the fundamentals of the dynasty? I think it’s
time I turn the reader over to the players themselves so you can
grasp Alabama’s program at a deeper level than you ever have
before.



 Eryk Anders


Eryk Anders is a former linebacker at Alabama
and was a starter on the 2009 National Championship team. His roots
are in San Antonio, Texas, where he was an All-State player at
Smithson Valley High School.

Eryk is famous these days for his fighting
skills inside the world of Mixed Martial Arts. (He’s a trainer at
Spartan fitness in Homewood, Alabama.) He’s also a legend at
Alabama because of his role on the 2009-10 National Championship
team. With the clock running out against Texas, Eryk sped around
the end of the line and forced a game clinching fumble when he
sacked Longhorn Quarterback Garret Gilbert.

I loved talking with Eryk, because he is full of
heart about the Alabama program. He really put a taste in my mouth
for how Coach Saban’s program becomes a part of those who play for
him. Eryk spoke as if his experiences at Alabama shaped and molded
him as the husband and father he is today. He also gave me an
understanding of how hard a linebacker has to work at Alabama to
even compete on the scout team, much less start for the Crimson
Tide in a title game. Eryk personifies what this book is about. He
is a selfless player who simply “does his job.”


How were you apart of the Alabama football
program?

Well, I was a starter on the ‘09 National
Championship team. I had back up roles and special team roles up
until then. In the 2008 season, I would come in on obvious passing
situations, third and long, second and long. You know, I was trying
to put some pressure on the quarterback. I found a great deal of
success doing that. My senior year, 2009, I was able to win a
starting spot.

Were you recruited by Nick Saban to
Alabama?

No, I was recruited by the Shula
administration.

Was it a culture shock when Nick Saban took
over for Mike Shula?

More of us was demanded under Coach Saban. I
will say this, Shula’s practices were a bit harder, but Saban
brought the NFL approach, you know, a lot of meeting times and
things like that. We didn’t beat each other up so much in practice.
Tuesdays and Wednesdays were our hitting days, and we had Mondays
off with Coach Shula, but Coach Saban wasn’t having any of
that.

There are a lot of opinions that swirl around
about who Nick Saban is. What do you think is something people
don’t know about Coach Saban or his program?

He doesn’t demand anything out of his players
that he doesn’t demand out of himself, or his coaching staff. So,
for example, they are up there from six in the morning till ten at
night. There’s no way the players could do that, obviously, because
of class schedules and NCAA rules for how long practices can go and
players can actually be up there. A lot of people don’t understand
the devotion he has to the Crimson Tide, and to the sport of
football in general.

Is Coach Saban intimidating?

I wouldn’t say he’s intimidating. I guess he
intimidates some people, but other people aren’t. I guess that’s a
personal thing, I would say. He’s very demonstrative though, I will
say that.

With the legacy that Alabama carries in
regards to a stingy defense, what kind of mindset does a defensive
player have under Coach Saban? Is that mindset developed over time,
or does it come along with the territory?

Well, I think it kind of just goes with the
Alabama stigma. You know, we have had two Heisman trophy winners,
and it’s the defense that keeps the offense on the field, if you
will. It gives the offense the opportunity to put up numbers, and
rack up points. Alabama’s always had a good defense, and will
always have a good defense, especially under Saban, and especially
now that he’s getting the recruits that he wants. He’s been able
over the last seven years to implement his game plan. When we were
there he came in when I was a redshirt sophomore. So, there was a
bit of an adjustment period. Now, guys are coming in, and they’re
going straight into his system so the defense is going to get
better and better.

What is Nick Saban’s process?

He wants you in shape mentally and physically. A
lot of people think the game of football is a physical game, but
it’s just as much mental as it is physical. So, he puts you through
conditioning tests and strength and conditioning programs that
really bring you to your mental breaking point. When it’s over you
breathe that sigh of relief because he tends to make practice more
intense than what you would see in a real game. For instance, we
run like a 100-120 plays per practice, when the average number of
plays run per game is 70 or 80. Practices are definitely more
intense than the game. A lot of times we’re not trying to beat each
other up, and hurt each other so we can be healthy for the game.
But mentally those practices are a lot more strenuous. He puts us
in situations where you’re almost set up to lose, so he definitely
has that part of the game figured out.

What is the fourth quarter program?

We run 110-yard sprints, and he breaks us up
into three groups, according to position. You have the big guys,
the offensive linemen and the defensive linemen. The mid-scales,
your linebackers and tight ends, and your skills positions - you
know, your running backs, wide receivers, cornerbacks and safeties,
and guys like that. Each group has a certain time they have to
make, otherwise it doesn’t count. I mean we had to run 110 yards 16
times in under 15 seconds. If someone ran it in like 16 or 17
seconds, that rep doesn’t count, and everybody has to do another
one. His first year there, we were only supposed to do 16 and we
ended up doing 39 of them because people were missing their time,
or someone was bent over or looked tired, so they added another one
and another one and another one and we eventually got to 39 before
we did them all correctly.

What were some of your favorite experiences
as a player at Alabama?

It was definitely game time. Right before a game
and right after the game. During the game, it’s kind of a blur
because it’s moving so fast and things are just happening like
boom, boom, boom, boom. After the game, celebrating the victory
with the people you bled with and sweated with. The camaraderie of
the locker room, especially during the 2009-year, was unbelievable.
There are guys, you know, I haven’t spoken to in years, but when I
see them at the Alabama spring game we pick up right where we left
off. So, I think that right there was my favorite part of playing
at Alabama. You know, it was the brothers that I made, and the
camaraderie in the locker room.

Do you have a particular game that you played
in that sticks out in your mind?

It was definitely the Texas game. That game in
the National Championship was probably the best game that I had all
year statistically. I had the big play at the end that kind of put
the ball back in the hands of the offense. And, I’m from Texas. I
wasn’t recruited by Texas, but we played Texas. You know, I grew up
ninety miles south of Austin, where the University of Texas is, so
it was a great feeling to get that win. Not only to get the win,
but also to play them in the Rose Bowl which is widely seen as the
most prestigious bowl game of them all. To have such a good game
personally, with a sack and a forced fumble at the end of the game
to put the ball back into the hands of the offense to kind of seal
the win gave me a hell of a moment.

Also, the Florida game. Florida had beaten us
the year before, and they went on to win a National Championship
that year. You know, that put such a bitter taste in my mouth the
whole season, and we beat them. Then, to cap it off with the win
over Texas in the Championship, you know, you couldn’t script it
any better for me personally.

Could you walk us through your game clinching
sack in the 2009 National Championship game?

That play was actually an audible. A lot of
people don’t know about Coach Saban and the complexities of his
defense. It’s run just like an offense. Every play had two or three
changes built into it, so we can call the original play and if
someone motions one way or another, depending on the game plan, the
defensive play can change. On that particular play we had a
different defense called, and the audible was if they came out in
empty backfield with five wide that we would audible where I would
rush off the edge. They came out five wide. There were three on my
side and two on the other side. I lined up on the third receiver
closest to the offensive tackle, and I kind of showed that I was in
pass coverage. As I was looking in I noticed that the offensive
tackle wasn’t even looking at me. You know, he was looking down
towards the interior lineman, I believe it was Marcell Dareus, so I
knew that I was going to come free.

I’m out there shadowing on the third receiver, I
believe it was Shipley, I can’t remember. Which, I don’t know how
they fell for that because obviously you’re not going to put a
linebacker on Shipley. Anyway, they saw the blitz coming from the
other side and shifted the protection that way, and at the snap I
got on my horse and took off running. Garret Gilbert’s back were to
me. I actually thought he had thrown the ball because he pump-faked
it, and hid it, but you know, I thought in my head, “I’m here now,
so let’s see what happens and I’m glad I didn’t pull up because he
definitely had the ball in his hands when I hit him I looked up I
saw everybody running the other way, and then I saw Courtney Upshaw
jump on the ball. I don’t get excited much, I’m not an emotional
person, but I was pretty ecstatic at that moment.

What was it like to win a National
Championship at Alabama?

I’m not sure there are words in the English
dictionary to describe the feeling. You know, Alabama has such a
rich tradition of winning - not just winning, but winning
championships - and to be on the team, and play a starting role on
the team that got Alabama back on track kind of resonates with me.
It was great to get the Tide rolling once again.

Due to the sports culture in Alabama, do you
think that going to school there made more of a long-term impact on
you?

No question, and I don’t think that too many
people can deny the loyalty in the fan base of Alabama. It is one
of the best, if not the best fan base in all of college football.
There are people elsewhere in the country that can’t even point out
Tuscaloosa on the map, yet they’re big time Alabama fans. I don’t
think there are a whole lot of schools in the country that are like
that. You know, Alabama is just good like that.

How do you think going to Alabama affected
your life?

I got my college degree, and having a college
degree really sets you up for success. And just the mental
fortitude that you develop with the program at Alabama really helps
you deal with all of the ups and down that life can throw at
you.

If you had a young recruit sitting in front
of you, why would you encourage him to go to Alabama?

If you want to win, the statistics speak for
themselves. Four out of the last seven championships have come
underneath Nick Saban. He’s won elsewhere too, so he’s a proven
winner. If you do what you’re supposed to do and trust in the
process, and have a decent season, you’re going to have a chance to
play in the NFL. If you don’t, at least you’re going to walk away
with a college degree, which is going to set you up for the future.
I strongly suggest it. I would say something along those lines.

How important is the player’s education to
Nick Saban and his staff?

He definitely stresses getting an education and
getting your degree. He has a saying that nobody’s better off
without their degree than they are with it. You know, I think he
has like an eighty-five or ninety percent graduation rate and the
other guys that don’t graduate leave and go to the NFL. So, the
opportunity is there to make it to the next level. It’s just really
up to you to trust the process, and do what you’re supposed to do
on your end, and he’s going to do what he’s supposed to do on his
end, and he’s proven that time and time again with his success and
his graduation rate at the University of Alabama.

Where does the 2009 team rank in the Saban
dynasty?

Um, it’s definitely in the top two. The
2011-2012 defense was also stingy, but I think the ‘09 team was
great. Especially because a lot of the players on that team weren’t
Coach Saban’s. A lot of them were Coach Shula’s recruits, so he was
able to take the people who wouldn’t have necessarily been in his
system and turn them into an efficient group. We became very
efficient in what we did, and I just think that ‘09 team is a
special group. There’s a lot about that team that other teams can’t
duplicate. We went through a lot of diversity with the coaching
change, and it was a much more difficult task. Now, they expect to
win all the time and the fans expect them to win all the time, so
there was no expectation for our team. Everyone made excuses for us
because we had a new coach and a new system, so I just think
there’s something special about that team.

How good was Mark Ingram, the first ever
Heisman trophy winner at Alabama, in practice?

To be 100 percent honest with you, and I think
every guy on that ‘09 defense will tell you the same thing;
everybody knew Mark was a special football player, there’s no doubt
about that, but everybody also knew that Eddie Lacy was going to be
the man one day. You know, he had some injuries while he was in
school, but now he’s in the NFL and he’s certainly proving that
fact.
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