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The Rise, the Fall, and the Con of Rebel Football

* * *
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FOR EVERY OLE MISS fan who turned the channel before the fourth quarter. You were right to be afraid.

* * *
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ACT ONE: THE GHOST

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE: The Red Clay and the Reckoning
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I need to tell you something before we start.

I grew up sixty miles from Oxford. I bled red and blue before I could spell either word. I sat in the Grove with my grandfather on fall Saturdays when I was five years old, eating deviled eggs off paper plates while he explained to me in a voice like slow-poured gravel that Ole Miss football was the one true religion of north Mississippi and that everything else — school, work, marriage, the afterlife itself — was secondary. I believed him. For most of my life I have continued to believe some version of that.

I am telling you this because what follows is not a love letter. It is something more complicated than a love letter, and you deserve to know that going in. I have watched this program lie to itself and to its people for decades. I have watched it hire preachers when it needed coaches, hire showmen when it needed builders, hire the spectacular when it needed the true. I have been swindled by Ole Miss football more times than I have been swindled by anyone or anything else in my adult life, and I say this as a man who once bought a truck from a lot on Highway 72 that turned out to have a salvage title.

My name is Jason Alexander. My people call me Damn Pitt, a nickname I acquired in circumstances that are nobody's business, and I have been covering Ole Miss football as a journalist, a fan, and an unwilling witness for going on thirty years. I have sat in pressboxes and press rows and Grove tents and student sections and the nosebleed upper deck when the lower bowl was too miserable to occupy. I have written ten thousand words about this program and I have felt, through most of those words, the tension between the journalist who needs to tell the truth and the fan who is still, somewhere deep, hoping to be wrong.

This book is my attempt to resolve that tension. It will not be gentle. The people in it are real, the events documented, the analysis mine. When I tell you that Lane Kiffin is the most skilled liar ever to set foot in Oxford — and I will tell you that, repeatedly, with evidence — I mean it in the precise sense. Not a bad man. A skilled liar. There is a difference, and the difference matters for understanding how he did what he did to this program and then walked away.

But before we get to Kiffin, we have to go back. You cannot understand what he exploited without understanding what was already there, waiting to be exploited. And what was already there was a century of longing, a ghost in a number 18 jersey, and a fanbase that had learned to accept the beautiful lie over the difficult truth so many times that it had essentially lost the ability to tell them apart.

That is where this story starts. Not with Kiffin. With the red clay.

* * *
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MISSISSIPPI IN THE fall is a specific argument about what matters.

The argument is not subtle. It happens every Saturday, and it happens with full volume, in towns that may not agree on anything else — not politics, not religion, not the appropriate time to put up Christmas lights — but that understand, collectively and without discussion, that the outcome of a football game between men they have never met represents something essential about who they are and whether they are worth anything.

I have lived in this state my whole life and I still find this beautiful and deranged in equal measure.

The landscape sets the stage for it. The Mississippi Delta stretches from Memphis south toward Vicksburg, flat as a preacher's promise, the old cotton fields now mostly given over to soybeans and catfish ponds, the towns getting smaller every decade, the young people leaving and not coming back. North of the Delta, the land starts to roll. Red clay hills rise up, the soil iron-stained and stubborn, the kind of ground that makes you work for everything you pull out of it. My grandfather's farm was on that red clay, and he always said the land made the people — that you grow up fighting something that doesn't want to yield, you stop expecting anything to come easy.

Football made sense in that context. Football was the one arena where the fighting paid off in something visible and immediate. Where the work of the week converted into a scoreboard number on Saturday afternoon. Where a town with one stoplight and two gas stations could produce a player who ran onto the field of a hundred-thousand-seat stadium and showed the country that Mississippi made something worth watching.

Ole Miss was the particular vessel for that need in the northern part of the state. The University of Mississippi, sitting in Oxford, William Faulkner's town, the so-called Cultural Mecca of the  South — Ole Miss carried the particular burden of a place that believed it was better than its circumstances, smarter than its poverty, more civilized than its history. The football program carried all of that freight and then had to go win games on top of it.

For decades, the football program mostly didn't. It rose and fell in cycles that looked, to a journalist who has watched enough of them, less like the natural rhythm of competition and more like the predictable outcome of an institution that chronically mistook appearance for substance. It hired coaches who looked right rather than coaches who were right. It chased the transcendent rather than building the sustainable. It made the same mistakes on a long enough timeline that they stopped looking like mistakes and started looking like identity.

That is the Mississippi football story. Not the SEC championships, not the bowl games, not the Saturday afternoons when the goalposts came down. The real story is the pattern underneath those moments — the reaching, the grasping, the brief glory, and then the long slide backwards to 66into the red clay.

And in that pattern, if you know where to look, you70 can see Lane Kiffin coming from a decade away.

* *y *

Oxford, Mississippi, population twenty-six thousand on an ordinary day and something north of sixty thousand on a home game Saturday, is not what it pretends to beSunday 6is better than it pretends .0be, which is a paradox that describes the whole town with precision.

It pretends to be the Cultural Mecca of the South, a designation that William Faulkner would have found hilarious and that exists primarily to justify the bookstores on the square and the restaurants that charge Jackson prices for Jackson food. What it actually is, is a college town that has made an art form of tailgating, a community of thirty thousand people who have built an entire civic identity around a patch of ancient oak trees where people eat elaborate picnics before football games.
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