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INTRODUCTION



The yellowhammer is a bird of striking savagery.


That’s an ornithological salute to a subspecies of woodpecker that eats ants and then rubs the formic acid from those same swarming, hateful devils all over its feathers to protect it from the world’s bullshit. Yellowhammers are resourceful soldiers in the fight against the universe, in other words. Their armor is the bodily fluid of their breakfast.


This book was inspired by one of the most culturally significant college football teams that has ever played the game, and understanding why requires an appreciation for what it represented in the Foul and Venomous Year of Unholy Universal Biting Bullshit that was 2020. That bastard of a year was like a horde of zombie fire ants sent by Lucifer himself to carry us all down into the tunnels of a sadistic and jealous hell. It was a year that none of us will ever forget, and one that we’re all duty bound by acid burns to pass on with stories and wisdom so that future generations may somehow avoid our mistakes. In that year, the University of Alabama Football Crimson Tide of the Yellowhammer State defeated the universe with resourcefulness, achieved historic perfection during the COVID-19 pandemic, and, most poetically, leveraged its power and influence born of Southern pride to push back against the country’s hateful legacy of racism that Donald Trump exploited to divide America.


Was Alabama in 2020 the greatest team of all time? It’s such an overvalued and played-out question in an era of media oversaturation. Maybe so, but who’s to say? The only thing we know for certain is that we should all dry heave at the phrase “media oversaturation,” and then seek out a shower, drink some bourbon, turn off our phones, take a walk in the woods, and also maybe burn one all the way down to our lips to cleanse our senses and our souls. There have been some great football teams through the years, and they all deserve respect. Here’s what we know for sure. They all would have been appreciative of what this Alabama team represented, and proud of what it accomplished under the most difficult set of circumstances ever thrown at a national champion.


Would Miami’s all-time collection of talent have opted out in 2001? Did USC in 2004 have to worry about navigating a plague? Did Hall of Fame coach Tom Osborne test positive for a potentially deadly virus the week Nebraska played Colorado in 1995? LSU quarterback Joe Burrow didn’t win 11 games against SEC opponents in 2019. Maybe he could have, but he didn’t. Quarterback Mac Jones and Alabama did in 2020, and a team might never accomplish that feat again.


Alabama in 2020 captured something special that moved it beyond the conversation of best ever, and into the place reserved for most important of all time.


With a star running back from Northern California who idolized Colin Kaepernick and Megan Rapinoe, a former child model from Florida at quarterback, a down-home country karate black belt Eagle Scout at center, a brilliant artist from L.A. at offensive tackle, and an overachieving, majestic receiver from small-town Louisiana, Alabama football in 2020 was a picture of what America can be when it comes together under the vision of strong leadership.


(And, by the way, when people from the Deep South say “L.A.,” they don’t mean Los Angeles. They mean Lower Alabama.)


But we all love the real L.A. down here among the dogwoods, too. That’s where some really great future defensive end who runs a 4.6 in the 40-yard dash and has a 39-inch vertical jump is going to one day test his 6-foot-4, 265-pound frame against America’s best. He wanted to go to Alabama, but Saban got the kid who was an inch taller and a tenth of a second faster.


That five-star recruit, who beat out the guy from the real L.A., had to wait four real and whole years to start a single game, but then won a natty, earned two degrees, and went in the first round of the NFL Draft.


Alabama, as they like to say inside the Mal M. Moore Athletic Facility until everyone believes it like some blood code, just “isn’t for everyone.” Those three perfect words make competitive people demand it even more, and have given us another turn of phrase that has come to define the pursuit of archetypal perfection. Everyone wants Bama. They want Bama. She wants Bama. He wants Bama. Y’all definitely want some Bama. Through a decade of dominance, “We Want Bama” became America’s college football battle cry, but then it transformed into America’s meme that represented testing yourself against the best in every walk of life. In the challenging year of 2020, “We Want Bama” meant something else for people who still believe in things like a new hope. Truly working together still has great power in this country, and, friends, Alabama set out to show everyone what that meant with cold fists of fiery rage.


Coach Nick Saban said it best when he called 2020 Alabama “the ultimate team,” and those players cemented their coach as his sport’s best to ever do it. Saban would later call his group in 2020 “the best team.” For a coach who loathes reflection on past accomplishments, his pull to look back and celebrate that team again and again says it all. For Saban, it was a hellish and beautiful ride to earn the undisputed title of greatest of all time. He has the seven rings now to prove it, the staying power to back it all up.


Because here’s the thing about Saban: His rare affliction for a greater standard goes far beyond football now. A year like no other also framed him as the country’s greatest living leader. He passed former Alabama coaching legend Paul “Bear” Bryant for the most national championships in college football history, but before the historic seventh of his career, Saban defended what was right when the hour of truth demanded it. He chose to speak out against the rekindled politics of white supremacy embroiled so deeply in places like Alabama that they even use woodland creatures like the yellowhammer as metaphorical Confederate statues.
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History will remember what Saban represented in 2020 long after those who are spiteful of his greatness and courage melt away like trollish gremlins in the sun. Saban’s call to respect Black lives spoke to people enthralled by Trumpism. “Until I listen with an open heart and mind, I can’t understand his experience and his pain,” he said in a video produced by Alabama athletics in 2020’s summer of protest against white supremacy, racial injustice, and police brutality. His calming refrain was a universal message we’ve heard before. In another time, in another wicked world, in a book about a different kind of bird in Alabama, it was Atticus Finch who said, “If you can learn a simple trick, Scout, you’ll get along a lot better with all kinds of folks. You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view… until you climb into his skin and walk around in it.”


History will remember 2020 as the year Trump pulled the sports world into his toxic underworld like he did with everything else, but the truth of it all is that when America needed real leaders in the face of so much hate, the sports world answered the call and fought back for the soul of the country. LeBron James, long an activist for civil rights, was the leader of America’s team, a collection of athletes from all sports who protested together. For many, though, it paid to be silent. In Alabama, one former college football coach, Tommy Tuberville, called Trump “sent by God” to save America. It bought him an election to the U.S. Senate. Remember that, too, about the division bells of 2020 to fully understand the power of college football in the South. Under that backdrop, Saban’s “ultimate team” from Alabama showed what people can accomplish when they fight together for a just cause in the name of unity. To underscore the importance of their union and its message, Alabama then went out and kicked the ever-living hell out of everybody. They could not lose, and they did not lose.


What makes the “ultimate team”?


Alabama stood for strength and toughness by wrecking an unprecedented schedule in the ultra-competitive Southeastern Conference. It stood for brotherhood by freely committing to a season many will say only happened to bail out a system that exploits unpaid athletes. Most important, though, the team and their celebrated coach stood in the schoolhouse door made infamous by a populist bigot who championed white supremacy. In 1963, Alabama governor George Wallace used the forced desegregation of the University of Alabama to launch himself into the national consciousness and pour gas upon a country on fire.


“Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever,” Wallace said in an inauguration speech that invoked “Jefferson Davis,” the “Cradle of the Confederacy,” and “this very Heart of the Great Anglo-Saxon Southland.” A few months later, he stood in front of Alabama’s Foster Auditorium in defiance of federal law. Really, he was just whistling Dixie to generations of white Southerners who saw the civil rights movement as a political, social, and economic threat and were happy to vilify Black students who were “fighting” for nothing more than equality.


George Wallace, a political moderate at the beginning of his career, turned hard right to win his first election. He was backed by the Ku Klux Klan and was officially endorsed by the Klan’s favorite son, Birmingham commissioner of public safety Bull Connor. By allowing Wallace to grandstand in front of Foster Auditorium and demonize the state’s Black population as the enemy of white supremacy, the University of Alabama let all of its strength and power be wielded as a tool to further divide the state and embolden the Klan’s use of police-aided domestic terrorism. This is the “Alabama” that much of the world still sees, and the Alabama that haunts the entire state even today.


The sum force of Alabama’s fascinating culture, and its artful beauty and intense pain produced in equal measure, was built around a pyramid of white supremacy dating back to the failed end of post–Civil War Reconstruction. It is easy to see when viewed from afar, but up close, the pyramid, now covered with dirt and kudzu and privet, just looks like a natural part of the topography segregating neighborhoods and schools. It is not natural. It was engineered by the hatred of white men for Black, and then built with laws and law enforcement. First came the fraudulent state constitution of 1901, then Jim Crow laws, and then new municipalities and school districts throughout the state. George Wallace’s 1963 “stand in the schoolhouse door” was actually just another speck of dirt in the state’s Mound of Unholy Biting Fire Ant-ed Bullshit.


In the summer of 2020, the Alabama football team dug its cleats into that scratch of venomous earth in front of Foster Auditorium and flexed its power during a revolutionary summer of protests across the country. With America’s professional athletes rallying to make their own stand against police violence, the most powerful entity in modern-day Alabama joined the cause and players used their voices to create a conversation to last long after the historic 2020 football season. Speaking as one, and with their famous coach in tow, Alabama football players asked how the state could be strengthened with the same values and blending of different voices that made their team the best in the country. They called for an acknowledgment of systemic racism that pulls people apart and the devastating instruments of that system: overpolicing, profiling, and their inevitable upshot, police brutality.


These are not easy words, nor should they be. It’s easier just to call something fake news, and much more satisfying to ignore everything and retreat to corners of the internet with guys like 2020’s Opportunist of the Year, Clay Travis. A popular voice for expressing the mythos of Southern white men who feel attacked by popular culture for simply being Southern white men, Travis, a talented communicator with a law degree from Vanderbilt, is a commentator for Fox Sports and the operator of his own website, Outkick.com. Like many members of the media, he cashed in during a bitter presidential election year featuring an incumbent whose playbook was about as obvious as his painted-on tan: divide and conquer. The sports world, for decades one of America’s great unifiers, was not off-limits for Trump. Throughout his presidency he labeled outspoken Black athletes as the enemy, and guys like Travis just went along for the ride. He even sold T-shirts on his website featuring LeBron James as a communist and others with catchy slogans like “Defund the Media” and “60 Minutes of lies.” It’s an old grift. Southern sports commentators have always found success playing the contrarian’s victimhood song. The verses in 2020 were:




1. Racism isn’t the problem. Talking about racism is the problem.


2. The outside agitators and “media” are to blame.


3. Sports journalists worried about COVID-19 obviously hate sports and want all sports to die.


4. Look how tough we are if we refuse to listen to people hurting.


5. I love Morgan Wallen.





There will be no servicing of political narratives here to sell you T-shirts. We’ll figure out other ways to sell swag. The 2020 football season didn’t happen in a political vacuum, and everything that happens in this world is connected. The uncomfortable corners of the internet cannot be ignored in the search for truth in Alabama and the Deep South. Here is a light in the dark to guide the way: The South is a place of perpetuating tragedies, but it’s also beautiful and important in ways no other region of the country could ever be. I’m not talking about the food and the bourbon and the Southern hospitality either. People in the South care, and the true potential of a country united is hidden down there in those pine trees.


On Saturdays in the fall, when the summer’s humidity finally breaks and the fire ants start planning their retreat, a portrait of what really makes America great is celebrated by everyone in the South. It’s not some misty, romantic phantasma about mossy oaks, Solo cup tailgating with chandeliers and seersucker shorts. This isn’t some storybook simpleton Disney movie like Remember the Titans either. Yes, Remember the Titans is great because it teaches an important lesson, but college football in the South in the early decades of the third millennium of recorded Christian history is a window into the heart of America because it’s a savage desire for dominance at all costs.


And there is so much money to be made by a university whose alternative fight song is about yellowhammers.


The maniacal pursuit of college football perfection is an American drug, and people pay thousands and thousands of dollars every year to be a part of that high. In that world, there is not a more American place than Alabama. In “Alabama the Beautiful,” it is football at all costs all of the damn time. Even during a pandemic. The best players from around the country (and one from Canada who will clean knock your teeth out) devoted their lives to one another, what they believed in, and the love of football at the University of Alabama in 2020.


And for a maniacal coach who controls everything in his bubble, a pandemic isn’t a crisis. It’s an opportunity to find every advantage possible.


It’s your choice to either hate that or love it, but know that everyone in Alabama—and for that matter, everyone in the South—regardless of their political affiliation or philosophical trappings or, more important, college football team loyalty, understands the game and loves it for how unbelievably unifying it is in its craziness.


At least they tested college players and coaches for COVID-19 multiple times weekly beginning in the summer of 2020. Would the players have been safer at home? Doubtful. High school athletic associations in Alabama and other states went full-on reckless in 2020 and played football games without testing players even when many of those players’ physical high schools were closed and classrooms were virtual.


Yes, we are a football-mad nation, and the politics of football in an election year cannot be discounted either.


When conferences around the country were canceling college football in August 2020, pretty much everyone in the South understood that the game was going to be played by the schools in the SEC. The conference planned for it all along and didn’t blink when the Big Ten and Pac-12 announced fall football was a wrap because of “new research” linking the coronavirus to cardiomyopathy. In 2020, those conferences tried to act elite like they always do, but the ironic thing about their rush to force the hands of the SEC, Big 12, and ACC was that Trump used it as political leverage. The Big Ten reversed course after that and looked like chumps. The Pac-12, of course, followed like some idiot sidekick from a cartoon. SEC commissioner Greg Sankey was the guy credited with saving the season, but the truth is that college football was simply too big to fail.


Someone had to pay Saban’s 2020 salary of $9.1 million (before the bonuses, of course).


He’s worth every penny, by the way, and the reason is not because of winning so many football games, but rather the enormous wealth all that winning has brought the University of Alabama in student enrollment, alumni donations, and national clout.


Across the country, but especially in the SEC, selling the college experience is tied directly to football. No one has done that better than the University of Alabama since it plucked Saban and Mrs. Terry away from the Miami Dolphins. The University of Alabama’s student population grew from 25,580 in Saban’s first year in Tuscaloosa (2007) to 38,103 in 2018. That’s so much damn cornbread for a poor Southern state.


The “Saban Effect” is well known, and takes its name from the “Flutie Effect” after Boston College’s student applications spiked 30 percent in the year following quarterback Doug Flutie’s Hail Mary against Miami in 1984. Look inside Alabama’s enrollment numbers and there is a more revealing trend for why football had to be played in 2020. Since 2011, out-of-state students at Alabama have outnumbered in-state students. From 2009 to 2015, according to one report, in-state enrollment for incoming freshmen declined from 3,103 to 2,508 while out-of-state enrollment for that group jumped from 2,013 to 4,706. In 2018, out-of-state enrollment made up 58.1 percent of the student body.


They weren’t there for the degrees in math and science. Rich kids from Texas, New Jersey, Georgia, and Florida were paying double tuition for the football. Happens everywhere, but no place has more tied to football than Alabama. It’s a national brand for a reason, and the reason is that Southern pride demands it, and it’s stitched into Alabama’s culture and ethos of rebellion all the way down to the egregious exploitation of that badass little bird known as the yellowhammer.


For Alabama, not having a season in 2020 simply wasn’t an option. On top of the enrollment that had to be protected and saved, the university’s famous football stadium also underwent a massive $107 million renovation during those frightening early summer months of the pandemic. Construction never stopped despite multiple outbreaks of COVID-19 on the job site. Pre-booked multimillion-dollar luxury suites had to be finished before the first home game.


And they were.


Everyone wants a spot in those suites, and it’s because the aura of American exceptionalism at an Alabama football game is seductive in the same way that the perfect Italian sports car will give every dude an erection and get even the ugliest nerds laid.


In the fall of 2019, before the stadium’s renovation and long before the protest march by Saban and Alabama’s players, Trump and Melania watched from the presidential suite in Bryant-Denny in the latest “Game of the Century.” What a shitshow that was. ESPN College GameDay was there, too, and ESPN’s flagship college football show is the one thing that really launched the mythology of Saban’s Alabama into the mystical ether. All you gotta say is three perfect words: “We Want Bama.”


But, yeah, having been booed everywhere else, Trump wanted Bama in 2019, and that sherbet philistine cursed the Tide in the first quarter when the cameras showed him up there look’n like a radioactive roast beef and cheese. Everyone either cheered or booed, but there were, let’s be honest, far more cheers than boos. Then it got real quiet real fast, though. Alabama quarterback Tua Tagovailoa fumbled running into the end zone on the very next play, and after that sequence of events Alabama’s season was never the same. As long as Saban is the coach at Alabama, Trump will never be back at Bryant-Denny Stadium for a game.
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No. 2 Alabama lost to No. 1 LSU 46–41 in that 2019 “Game of the Century,” and no one came close to beating LSU for the rest of the season. Can those Tigers be considered possibly the best team of all time? Sure, why not? And good for them. Here’s the thing about Alabama, though. It was bigger news that Alabama lost on that day—Saturday, November 9, 2019—than it was that LSU won, or even that the most powerful person on Planet Earth was in attendance to be fellated on national television. That was the first time Alabama lost in its home stadium since 2015, and the first time in 32 consecutive games that Alabama’s fans couldn’t sing about the badass yellowhammer bird in the fourth quarter of victory.


When Saban’s Alabama loses at home, that Alabama mystique makes the rare giant slayers national celebrities for life. Johnny Manziel in 2012. Hugh Freeze in 2015. Burrow and LSU coach Ed Orgeron in 2019.


But here’s why Bama is Bama, why “We Want Bama” has defined the gold standard of archetypal alpha villainy for a generation of American sports fans, and why Nick Saban is the greatest SOB ever to blow a whistle: The year after LSU shocked the Tide in 2019, the Tigers went 5–5 and their season highlight was actually a personal foul committed by a Florida defender when he had potted meat for brains and threw the shoe of an LSU player 20 yards downfield to ultimately lose the game. In 2020, Alabama went 13–0 during a pandemic, scored 107 points combined against LSU and Florida, watched another Auburn coach get fired, and followed all that up with the top-rated signing class not just for 2021 but ever since they’ve been assigning value to the endeavor.


That’s why they flock from all over the country to Tuscaloosa, Alabama, to sing a fight song about a bird that’s not even yellow and a long-defunct campus gossip tabloid once edited by Harper Lee: “Hey Auburn! Hey Auburn! Hey Auburn! We just beat the hell outta you! Rammer Jammer Yellowhammer give ’em hell, Alabama!”


People hate that shit, but it’s one of the best traditions in American sports. Made the bird famous, too, and that’s why Alabama is one of the most confounding places in the universe for human behavior.


The yellowhammer is so revered in the Yellowhammer State that it is now celebrated with a signature drink and tattoos. Businesses market the yellowhammer in their names, and children learn about yellowhammers in school. Why do people sing about the yellowhammer at football games, and name drinks after the yellowhammer at college dive bars, and needle artwork of this bird on arms and ankles and the smalls of backs? By all accounts, it’s because yellowhammer romanticism inspires great pride.


It’s not really for the love of birds, though. More than anything, it’s just a metaphorical fuck-you to the United States of America.


Rammer Jammer Yellowhammer, who the hell are you? To know that answer is to understand the competing forces of power wrapped up in Alabama football amid the most brilliant dynasty in college football history, and after a summer of protest that set the Crimson Tide against its own state’s sinister past.


Alabama became a state in 1819 but really never had any interest in all of that. White Alabamians just wanted to have Black slaves pick cotton forever, which sounds so completely insane when it’s phrased that way, but that’s the unfiltered, undeniable truth about it. It was even written into the Constitution of the Confederate States in 1861, and then Alabama went to war to defend it.


Confederate president Jefferson Davis and his slave masters are all burning in eternal hell now, but to this day, Alabama’s disgusting loyalty to the political legacy of white supremacy is still being used to dehumanize Black Americans. White supremacy has adopted many forms through the years to remain in power, including but not limited to the American Civil War, sharecropping, domestic terrorism in the form of lynchings, bombings, burnings, hangings, draggings, and so on, rigged elections, discriminatory lending practices, religion, a rewritten constitution in 1901 to guarantee that Blacks can never help govern the state or themselves, convict-lease systems, Jim Crow laws, cowards, conmen, the Klan, the Lost Cause, a shitload of statues, state holidays, state-sponsored revisionist history, Dixiecrats, Sons of the Confederacy, shadow governments, voter suppression, redlining, profiling, white flight, the “war on drugs” and the prison industrial complex, payday lenders, opting out of Medicaid expansion, and systemic educational disenfranchisement that has held back the potential of a still-wondrous state for generations.


That’s just a warm-up.


In effect, nearly every major aspect of the economy and Confederate-loving government in Alabama for hundreds of years was engineered to either own, oppress, or exploit African slaves or their American-born descendants. This is not an exaggeration, and the state of Alabama would vouch for that statement of fact. Because here’s what happened in 2020. On the 175th day of that sordid year, the Alabama Department of Archives and History issued in writing this gobsmacking mea culpa:




As our state and nation struggle to navigate through a place of contention, fear, and uncertainty, the Alabama Department of Archives and History (ADAH) recommits itself to the mission of illuminating the path that brought us here, and thereby equipping all of us, together, to build a future characterized by justice, human dignity, and a commitment to the wellbeing of all people. Our recommitment includes acknowledgment of these truths.


1. Systemic racism remains a reality in American society, despite belief in racial equality on the part of most individuals. Historically, our governments, our economy, and many private institutions seeded or perpetuated discrimination against racial minorities to the political, economic, and social advantage of whites. The decline of overt bigotry in mainstream society has not erased the legacies of blatantly racist systems that operated for hundreds of years.


2. The ADAH is, in significant part, rooted in this legacy. The State of Alabama founded the department in 1901 to address a lack of proper management of government records, but also to serve a white Southern concern for the preservation of Confederate history and the promotion of Lost Cause ideals. For well over a half-century, the agency committed extensive resources to the acquisition of Confederate records and artifacts while declining to acquire and preserve materials documenting the lives and contributions of African Americans in Alabama.





To which everyone said, “No fucking shit, Alabama.”


Still, that’s quite the official admission of guilt from a state that has done more to destroy the lives of its Black population over the last 200 years than perhaps any other political entity on Planet Earth. This cultural homicide that Alabama has played with itself for generations—now a matter of official public record, according to the Alabama Department of Archives and History—includes the yellowhammer woodpecker that eats ants and is championed after every Alabama victory.


Saban had a win-loss record of 170–23 through his first 14 seasons at Alabama. That’s a lotta yellowhammering. The yellowhammer is the state bird of Alabama because a band of soldiers from Alabama showed up to the Civil War with yellow cloth on their uniforms, so the story goes. That was just too much flair for the other troops to handle, so the guys nicknamed the fancy Alabamians after a bird. The official record in the Alabama Department of Archives and History proudly notes that the person leading the troops who nicknamed the Alabama soldiers was General Nathan Bedford Forrest.


More from those hardworking archivists of ADAH down in Montgomery:




The officers and men of the Huntsville company wore fine, new uniforms, whereas the soldiers who had long been on the battlefields were dressed in faded, worn uniforms. On the sleeves, collars and coattails of the new cavalry troop were bits of brilliant yellow cloth.


As the company rode past Company A, Will Arnett1 cried out in greeting, “Yellowhammer, Yellowhammer, flicker, flicker!” The greeting brought a roar of laughter from the men and from that moment the Huntsville soldiers were spoken of as the “yellowhammer company.” The term quickly spread throughout the Confederate Army and all Alabama troops were referred to unofficially as the “Yellowhammers.”





Forrest, a white supremacist who said God intended for white men to rule over Blacks, was later elected the first grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. Alabama’s Lost Cause mythologists like the “Sons and Daughters of the Confederacy” helped glorify him as the greatest bastard ever to ride a horse.


A great bedtime story to tell the kiddies, right? The white supremacists sure thought so. As part of the ongoing Lost Cause of the Confederacy movement, when all those statues were going up to make people feel proud and heroic for defending slavery, Alabama’s racists went with yellowhammer as the team name. To understand Alabama, and to appreciate why the University of Alabama’s football team was so important to the state and the country in 2020, it all must be laid bare. Everything is connected.


Alabama is a wonder because it still finds ways to shine its light after so much hate. For all of its long history of apartheid, horror, and worse, hope remains. There have always been heroes among the villainy, and then in 2020 the greatest national villains of all were actually the heroes. That’s why this book was written. It was written because there is an Alabama out there that is not so easily framed by its past, and is instead a picture of what the state can be if it tried to work together for common purpose. That Alabama is the University of Alabama Football Crimson Tide, a team everyone in the country loves to hate, but is a reflection of America’s complicated culture all the same.


Nick Saban, antihero? He’d probably punch an American antihero right in the throat on national TV, but maybe even that image is too idealistic for post-Trump America. Anyway, understand this: Over the course of a few months, when the country felt more divided than at any time since Vietnam, and everyone else was experimenting with facial hair and hoarding Slim Jims and toilet paper, a college football team in Alabama showed people that the spirit of love, sacrifice, and togetherness can accomplish historic things even in hours of darkness and doubt.


Footnote


1 Not the contemporary actor of the same name, presumably, but “a great wag” nonetheless, according to a 1901 account in the Birmingham Age-Herald.
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CHAPTER 1



THERE WILL BE RUM


The plan to bring together raging, quarantined 18-year-old hormones during a pandemic and then keep them separated like thirsty lab rats in a bank of stackable cages might have worked, but there was rum.


The official record will say it was Nick Saban and the “process” that built the University of Alabama into a mountain of gold, but that’s only half of the truth. “Yellow Hammers” did the rest one golden pour at a time inside a redly brash and unapologetic college dive bar named Gallettes.


They got $2 beers for the boys, and “$5 32 oz wells” is painted on the side of the windowless brick building facing the road to the river and then on out to fuck-all Mississippi. Roll Tide. It’s quite possible that Gallettes is more Alabama than the university at this point. It’ll buy you a beer and then steal your girl, and that’s for damn sure. The University of Alabama sells degrees, but educations for life are served up one night at a time at the roadside “Campus Party Store” that doesn’t even have a proper sign outside to keep people from getting lost. Try not to get too sloppy, kid, but if it comes to that, then make sure to toast the ancestors. They’re looking down with pride, and cringing.


Which is to say, Gallettes is not your Apple Store hipster’s kind of ramrod two-bit phony pony wanna either quote or cancel Faulkner with a Southern pecan-spiced craft ale in our laps while we pretend to care about the world, but really this is all just ironic bullshit hung on a wall in the name of awkward maybe microagressive college sex although more than likely we’ll cry together later listening to a song by Jason Isbell.


What’s really impressive about Tuscaloosa, Alabama—and the reason it’s the swollen beating heart inside the chest cavity of college football—is that everyone in that hipster bar, God bless them all, can easily name the Top 20 offensive skill players of Nick Saban’s 14 years of Crimson Tide dominance, too. They are, in order: (1) running back Derrick Henry, (2) receiver DeVonta Smith, (3) quarterback Mac Jones, (4) receiver Julio Jones, (5) running back Najee Harris, (6) quarterback Tua Tagovailoa, (7) receiver Jerry Jeudy, (8) running back Mark Ingram, (9) quarterback Jalen Hurts, (10) receiver Amari Cooper, (11) receiver Jaylen Waddle, (12) running back Josh Jacobs, (13) receiver Calvin Ridley, (14) running back T. J. Yeldon, (15) running back Trent Richardson, (16) running back Eddie Lacy, (17) tight end O. J. Howard, (18) receiver Henry Ruggs III, (19) running back Damien Harris, and (20) quarterback A. J. McCarron.


To understand the evolution of offense at Alabama from 2010 to 2020, consider that A. J. McCarron, the Maxwell Award winner in 2013 and the starting quarterback of two national championship teams, is last on that list. What’s more telling, though, is the number of rushing touchdowns by Heisman Trophy–winning running back Mark Ingram in 2009 compared to the number of rushing scores by Najee Harris in 2020. In 2009, Ingram ran for 17 touchdowns. In 2020, Harris had 26. Add in receiving numbers, and Harris had 10 more total touchdowns in one less game than Alabama’s first-ever Heisman Trophy winner. Najee Harris finished third in Heisman voting among players on his own team: 2020 Heisman winner DeVonta Smith and quarterback Mac Jones.


But no, man. Gallettes is not for nerds who like numbers unless by numbers we mean counting money. They cash in on the college crowd at Gallettes, and kids throw down.


Dudes can’t wear hats, T-shirts, or tank tops, according to the old rusty sign on the wall, but those who are not dudes can wear anything they want. For a long time, the retro funk inside smelled of Joe Namath and Lane Kiffin sharing a pack of Kool menthols, but smart businessmen ripped out the walls for bay doors in 2017 right after No. 2–ranked Alabama slack-jawed LSU 24–10 with a defense that started nine players who would later be drafted. With the bay doors and a little rum, they can now fit more than 800 of America’s youth in Gallettes on a Saturday night.


On average game days in the fall, Gallettes sells more Yellow Hammers than the total number of passing yards Alabama quarterback Mac Jones threw in all of the 2020 football season. It was exactly 4,500, which led the country and set a new school record. The bright mixing tanks of mystery punch rest on the business ends of a dark, prison-grade-strength bar top that looks like it was formed to withstand a biker gang swinging blunt weapons or maybe slightly unhinged professional football players who never really learned how to drink but come back to town in the offseason to test their strength against the best of the best. The gray concrete floors are wide open to cram in as many dancing sorority girls as possible, but out back is where it gets really wild.


It’s unclear exactly what goes into the now-famous rum drink named for the lyric in the Rammer Jammer song, but it tastes kind of like “Dixieland Delight” sounds near the end of Alabama home games. The recipe for Yellow Hammers is a proprietary secret, and it’s going to stay that way by the grace of God. They make a catfish pond’s worth of that flowing sunshine every weekend, though. A man can only guess the holy formula, but it’s like if a Rum Punch from the Flora-Bama and a Neptune’s Monsoon from Port of Call on Esplanade in New Orleans met up in Tuscaloosa back in 1976 for a Jimmy Buffett concert and had a love child who never left. It’s yellow, it’s delicious, and it is now synonymous with Alabama’s Southern football party culture like beads at Mardi Gras or the Mullet Toss down in L.A.


When football recruits visit the University of Alabama from all over the country, they may or may not go to Gallettes on The Strip one of the nights, but they definitely go home knowing it’s there and, more pointedly, appreciating the fun that goes on in “The Back.”


What, y’all thought that Saban, at 70 years old on October 31, 2021, recruited all those players by himself with only the power of his voice? That’s not how this game works. The SEC is a marriage of carnal pleasures and the savagery of college football. It’s not why Saban, the man, is so good at what he does. It’s why “Saban,” warrior deity, is allowed to exist inside his fantasy. Roll Tide.
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The life force of college football—SEC college football—is the glorification of a Southern ethos that has been mythologized perfectly in the words sung by thousands and thousands of heroically horny students dedicated to Alabama football.


Gallettes calls their signature drink the Yellow Hammer, but the spirit of “Dixieland Delight” is what they’re selling.


Students sing that fanciful country song by the band Alabama in the fourth quarter of home games, and it’s one of the SEC’s great traditions. The song is so intertwined with Alabama football that former quarterback Brodie Croyle (2001–2005), a second-generation Crimson Tide player, hopped up onstage during his 2007 wedding reception in fuck-all Mississippi and belted out a perfect rendition of the twangy tune. Roll Tide.


“Dixieland Delight” is the cultural highlight of every Alabama home football game. Seeing all those students sing that song on a Saturday night, and being in that sea of crimson love, makes anyone who experiences it—even the biggest preening hipster in that craft-beer bar—consider a lifestyle change that somehow includes more sex in rural places.


There’s an important history lesson in all of this when considering what happened in 2020 to universities that rely so heavily on the college football experience to market higher education. In 2014, much to the dismay of students, fans, and most alumni, the University of Alabama forced the sound engineers at Bryant-Denny Stadium to stop playing “Dixieland Delight” at games because the song wasn’t “family friendly.” Now, an argument can be made that a song about making sweet hillbilly love in a pickup truck is the most “family friendly” form of music ever recorded by a white man, but that’s probably a perspective that would go unappreciated by the Alabama System Board of Trustees.


Anyway, it was a big fucking mistake.
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When the selectively principled Southern elitists up in their chandeliered stadium suites banned Bryant-Denny Stadium’s minstrel fourth-quarter pledge to Appalachian moonwashed intercourse, they broke a sacred code: One does not fuck with the folklore. For a people so devoted to preserving an alternative history crafted to whitewash their white supremacy, this should have been obvious.


Without “Dixieland Delight” playing near the end of games, the students really had no reason to stick around for the fourth quarter. They all just started leaving for the bars and house parties at halftime. The mass exodus from games wasn’t just because Alabama 86’d the song, but cutting it from the program angered the student body and plenty of alumni, too. More accurately, the decision just further sanitized the product of Alabama football into something polished and grossly corporate. This ain’t a royal wedding in Buckingham Palace, y’all. It’s college football in Alabama. They ended the tradition of “Dixieland Delight” not because of the reference to passionate pickup truck lovemaking in the mountains of Tennessee. No, they cut the beloved timeout tune because the students peppered the song with bawdy alternative lyrics.


It’s not fair to say students protested the decision, but why stick around for another masterfully boring 40-point blowout in the hot sun when an oasis of refreshing Yellow Hammers is right there next to the stadium? Gallettes has no problem playing the hell out of “Dixieland Delight,” by God. For the first few home games of the 2018 season, the enormous student section inside Bryant-Denny—expanded to 17,000 seats in 2010—was mostly cleared out midway through the third quarter. Student attendance had been a “problem” for the university since as far back as 2013, but in the years without “Dixieland Delight,” the south end zone looked like the empty seats in Psych 101. Understand, most Alabama football games are not really a competition of athletics inside the big 100,000-seat stadium as much as they’re worship services of predictable routine.


For the elites, it was all incredibly embarrassing. They expanded the stadium for this? For Saban, the empty seats were problems. The illusion was broken. No students? What are the recruits going to think? For Saban, above all else, it’s always about recruiting. They tried to say it was Greg Byrne who brought back “Dixieland Delight” for that second home conference game in 2018, but the “inspiration” came from Saban, the Exalted Supreme Leader.


Saban’s magma chamber popped on October 3, 2018, four days after Alabama fans attempted and failed to appease the God of Fire during a 56–14 sacrifice of Louisiana-Lafayette. Alabama built a 56–0 lead on the Ragin’ Cajuns, but many of the students didn’t see backup quarterback McCorkle Freaking Jones and backup receiver Jaylen Waddle connect on a 94-yard passing play with 1:30 left in the third quarter. It was a dominant victory for Alabama, but afterward Mount Saban still blew its top.


It was a Wednesday news conference inside the Naylor Stone Media Suite, which is the room inside the Mal Moore Athletic Facility where Saban and his football players field questions from reporters during the week. Saban was asked a question about the fans’ love of starting quarterback Tua Tagovailoa: “How cool is it to see your fans kind of support him with things like leis and Hawaiian shirts on game day?”


How does one effectively answer that question? Soooo cool, man.


The following is Saban’s answer in full, and this transcript was chosen as the first glimpse into his world for an important reason. Who is Nick Saban? Why is he such an incredible leader? What makes him so successful? Like all geniuses who can’t really help but be great at what they do, he’s a little crazy.


Like a volcano gathering energy from the naturally occurring elements inside our ever-moving earth, the words of a “Saban rant,” like the constant transformation of his teams, start gradually but build and build and vent steam and heat until raw, uncut, molten vehemence spews forth into a violent upchuck that marks the beginning of new paths from the destruction of old and tired things.


“Well, I think it’s great, you know, I think what makes this a special experience here is when we have great support from everybody in the program, everybody who supports the program, all of our fans, all of our students.”


Indeed, and sometimes to the shock of everyone in the country, there isn’t a more fervent and unhinged SEC fanbase than the one for Alabama. Never forget that in 2011, an ex-cop from Texas who named his children Bear Bryant Updyke and Crimson Tyde Updyke decided he needed to kill Auburn’s sacred Toomer’s Corner oak trees with industrial herbicide and then phone into the Paul Finebaum radio show to brag about it. That guy’s gone now—he left us during the summer of the COVID-19 pandemic—but crazy ol’ Harvey Almorn “Al from Dadeville” Updyke Jr. (October 9, 1948–July 30, 2020) wasn’t as much of a rogue outlier as the University of Alabama would like people to believe. As noted by Finebaum in his 2014 memoir, Updyke signed autographs for other prisoners in the Lee County Detention Center in exchange for honey buns while serving time for killing the trees.


The “Updykes,” that proud sect of Alabama faithful who are too extreme in their fandom simply to be known as everyday “Gumps,” understand exactly what Saban means when he says “all of our students.”


Those entitled shits who leave early for Gallettes, in other words.


Look, if we’re going to annotate a Saban rant, then we must leave nothing out. There is always a preamble before the rage. Saban continued:


“I can honestly say I was a little disappointed there weren’t more students at the last game, and I think we’re trying to address that. I don’t think they’re entitled to anything either, aight, and me personally, I think it ought to be first come–first serve, and if they don’t want to come to the games, they don’t have to come, but I’m sure there’s enough people around here who’d like to go to the games, and we’d like for them to come too because they support the players.”


Saban was speaking to the Updykes, those loyal minutemen who can no longer afford entry into Bryant-Denny Stadium. Yes, give us those tickets, dammit.


“So, I’ve never said anything about that before,” Saban divulged, and this is the point in the rant where everyone knows what comes next is going to make ESPN’s SportsCenter, or at least go viral on Facebook and Twitter.


“You know, when I first came here, they used to play that tradition-thing up there [videoboard], and everyone was cheering and excited and there was great spirit, aight, and now they don’t even cheer.”


Saban was referring to a video montage of Alabama football history that is played before the games. To be clear, the headspace where Saban berates his own fans, who are born into one of the poorest states in the country, and are taught from birth to love the Alabama Crimson Tide and all of its traditions, and then when they die maybe even bequeath a substantial amount of their life savings to the football team of a university they never attended, that boiling brain of competitive pyroclastic flow is a firepit of charred mastodon carcasses and forever smoldering crazy. This is not how a national championship is won. This is how the record-breaking seventh national championship for the greatest coach to ever do it was willed into existence during the worst pandemic in 100 years.


But there’s more to come, of course. Iron sharpens iron, the players like to say inside Alabama’s locker room, but it’s also the crushing weight of the iron at the center of the world that sets all that geology to spinning.


“They introduce our players and nobody even cheers,” Saban said, and then he caught himself because maybe he had gone too far by bringing up the players. Do y’all not understand what hell we put our players through just to find out who’s going to start?


“So, um, I don’t know,” Saban said. “Maybe there’s something else somebody ought to talk about. Maybe I shouldn’t talk about it. Maybe I already talked about more than I should. So, y’all can beat me up for that if you want, but, look, our players work too hard, aight, and they deserve to have everything, and people supporting them, and have people supporting them in every way, and have tremendous spirit for what they’ve done, and they may not be able to continue to do it.”


People passionate for their work appreciate when others take notice. Compromised people desperate to keep students in their seats to appease the angry God-Coach design a smartphone application to track students with Bluetooth technology during games and award more “Tide Loyalty Points” to those who stay for the fourth quarter so they can be eligible for postseason tickets. Yep, that happened for the 2019 season after this 2018 meltdown by Saban.


“We’re going to work hard to try to continue that, um, but, there’s a part of it that other people need to support them, too, and there’s got to be a spirit that makes it special to play here because that’s what makes it special to be here, and if that’s not here, does it continue to be special to be here or not?”


The recorded attendance for the victory against Louisiana-Lafayette was 101,471.


“That’s the question everybody’s got to ask, and I’m asking it right now. So, um, I’m hopeful that—we’ve always had great people travel on the road with us, and had great spirit on the road, and we’ve got great fans, so I appreciate that, but to see half the student section not full, I’ve never seen that since I’ve been here before.”


Aight?
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With those 387 ranting words, Saban kicked open the door to bringing back the song about sex in the bed of a pickup truck. New York has the Statue of Liberty. Colorado has the Rocky Mountains. The Yellowhammer State’s towering beacon of American pride is Alabama and Auburn football. Roll Tide and War Eagle.


To keep students in their seats for Saban’s second-half tooth extractions, Alabama athletics director Greg Byrne convinced enough of the puritans up in their gilded party boxes that “Dixieland Delight” needed a revival. Byrne even made a PSA-style video about it featuring Terry Saban, the wife of the coach, star Alabama running back Damien Harris, and SGA president Price McGiffert.


“We’re going to do our part here and try this one more time, so we need you to do yours,” Byrne said in the video, perhaps in the spirit of Pee-wee Herman trying to convince a band of alcoholic pirates to pay him money for moonshine from the Playhouse, and hold those bottles of devil-water in their fists, and raise them to the moon, but then never taste a drop.


“There’s nothing like college football: the band, the cheerleaders, the students, the fans, the big rivalries, the traditions,” Terry Saban said. “We’re proud to invite everyone to Bryant-Denny Stadium, and happy to bring back this other tradition, ‘Dixieland Delight.’ Let’s do it right.”


On October 13, 2018, the fiddle-playing ballad to hillbilly sex returned to Bryant-Denny Stadium, but with a prophylactic. They dubbed in “Beat Auburn” and other nonsense to drown out the students’ callbacks of Southern graffiti. In proper honor of those long-haired Alabama country boys from up in Fort Payne, and the rum-drunk lyrical vandals who scream even louder now to overcome the stadium’s speakers, here are the forbidden words to Alabama’s version of “Dixieland Delight.” Pass them all down to future generations, and may they all be conceived in metaphorical sheltered coves of Appalachian mountain laurel.




Spend my dollar (ON BEER),


Parked in a holler ’neath the mountain moonlight (ROLL TIDE),


Hold her up tight (AGAINST THE WALL),


Make a little lov’n (ALL NIGHT),


A little turtle dov’n on a Mason-Dixon night (FUCK AUBURN),


Fits my life (AND LSU), oh so right (AND TENNESSEE, TOO),


My Dixieland Delight.





This is the stuff that makes modern SEC football the economic engine for entire universities and the states they occupy. This is what the tuition buys like a ticket to the party. Game days on SEC campuses are absurd, grotesque heaven-scapes of hedonistic beauty wearing miniskirts and cowboy boots. College football is American bloodlust played by unpaid gladiators, and game days in the Deep South are the feasts before the altars of decadence. Saban sells it by the ring, and Gallettes by the 16-ounce collectible plastic cup.


The Yellow Hammer—and if you call it the “Yellow Hammer Alabama Slammer,” so help me Sweet Home Lynyrd Skynyrd Saban Halloween Birthday Party Vampire, I, the author of this degenerate’s COVID-fogged gamble of cabin-fevered, pandemic Southern shenanigans, will track you down with a pack of 18 underfed Catahoula Leopard Curs, force narcotics under your eyelids, and make you watch reruns of the 1992 Sugar Bowl—is the perfect drink for innocent kids who grew up on country roads in places like Autauga County, Alabama, or learned about the world through the filter of an insulated reality in the suburbs of Birmingham, Atlanta, Houston, or Dallas. If those pristine pups are the offspring of Alabama fans, then they imagined their whole lives about going to “The University,” singing “Rammer Jammer Yellowhammer give ’em hell, Alabama,” and maybe finding lifelong companionship in sorority houses that over the last decade have started to all look a lot like mansions from Gone With the Wind.


This is how higher education is marketed in the land of obscene student debt, and the home of a system that really never wants it to be reformed. It wasn’t the fault of the teenagers that they wanted to party when they all got to college in the summer of 2020. How can those students possibly be blamed for anything after arriving at the promise of their dreams, and their parents’ dreams before them, and after having their senior years of high school abruptly ended because of the coronavirus?


They shouldn’t have been, but they were, and the adults in charge set the stage for the scapegoating before the first can of black-cherry-flavored White Claw was ever cracked.







OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
G

C

GRAND CENTRAL
BUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/9781538716281.jpg
@

o 3 4 v 5
XE A e, o AL g '
;: \ ( ’,’ i Vi
1% .\.{.; g s
g" E i‘ d n ‘;
g ‘

|
A ’

-

m

SEASON of

?





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pxxviii.jpg
TENNESSEE Chattanooga

o Rwe’

}
T"Euscle Shoals$ \
3 : Decature 4
homet Rece D B
I - E
! ALABAMA ‘.
: hometown of the band Alabama

The Atomic Lounge ‘
Birmingham’s funkiest \
saloon in America [RIP] 3

Gallettes—Tuscaloosa college
bar, Big Nick Energy by the cup where Jerrel Sanders Jackson is Queen
]

irmi +Irondale
Avrchibald's—legendary memgham. "

barbedue in Northport
Pat Dye Field at

where Paul Bryant Jr.
built a dog track empire Jordan-Hare Stadivm
5 where Auburn bows to no one

National Memorial
for Peace and Justice

AUTH -
CQUN(;-G‘\ Auburn
John Lewis delivered gl
impromptu speech One March 2020] " Selma I(/'[“ *
Ylontgomery
QS‘H
)
oY
\ 000

7

Greenxille

o
<Mxy
S
eoo

Harper Lee and
Truman Capote BFF

O

— 3
© Kilometers 50
> .
Flora-Bama Mext o0 Black Belt—region in southern
@iy O - Alabama named for rich soil






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
M

A SEASON OF HOPE AND THE MAKING
OF NICK SABAN’S “ULTIMATE TEAM”

JOSEPH GOODMAN

G

C

GRAND CENTRAL
PUBLISHING

NEW YORK BOSTON





