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CHAPTER
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I’VE NEVER FELT THIS BAD


At about 1:50 p.m. EST on Saturday, November 7, 2020, a lot of people were thinking about the United States presidential election. Just before noon, a number of news outlets had projected that Joe Biden would win the state of Pennsylvania, making him the presumed next president after four tense days of waiting for votes to be counted.


I was supposed to be one of those people. My job is to write about the news for the online news magazine Slate, and the 2020 American presidential election was a pretty big news story. Instead, the record shows that at that time, on that day, I was sending an email, the subject line of which was “Next Coach Thread,” to five other people.


The University of Michigan football team was in the process of losing to the historically mediocre Indiana University football team and falling to a record of 1-2 with a number of additional losses presumed to be imminent. I felt it was important as “an act of formally moving on”—those are my exact, still-embarrassing words—to begin discussing who might become the team’s head coach after its current coach, the zealously unconventional Jim Harbaugh, was dismissed, which I assumed to be an inevitability. The six of us on the email chain are citizens of a country that was at that moment experiencing unprecedented electoral chaos. We have a combined six spouses, six mortgages, and eleven children—in other words, a lot of other things to think about. We exchanged thirty-seven more messages about Michigan’s football coaching situation over the next forty-eight hours. (I did some posts about the election for my real job too.)


The season only got worse, and the group conversations became more heated. Here are some highlights from another 2020 Michigan football discussion that I was part of, this one conducted via Twitter direct messages with an entirely different group of people, none of whom I had ever met, at that point, in real life:




• “This is a catastrophe for the entire Harbaugh Era”


• “Harbaugh’s worst loss”


• “I’ve never been more OK firing Harbaugh”


• “Worst loss of the Harbaugh Era and it’s not that close”


• “[name of player] needs to be sent to space jail”


• “I’m gonna kill my self [sic] in real life” [he was joking; he’s still alive]


• “this team is not good fellas”


• “we suck lmao”


• “This is a paradigm shifting loss”


• “I’ve never felt this bad”


• “I’ve learned the most important lesson in life: it sucks”


• “There is no more fun to be had for me”


• “With every succeeding snap my belief in firing him on the spot grows”


• “Basically anything would be an improvement over this”


• “it particularly sucks to see all these guys who can play put in a position to suck donkey ass”


• “OK gang give me a few hours. I’m gonna fly to Ann Arbor Municipal Airport, and then I’m gonna pick up Jim Harbaugh. And then I’m gonna drive him back to the airport so we can fire him on the tarmac”


• “It really is like they have eight players on the field”


• “This is worse than would’ve been reasonable to expect. And it would’ve been reasonable to expect bad”


• “It seems like we have six guys on the field”


• “guys what the fuck”


• “please quit your job jim”


• “soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup soup” [The coach that many people wanted Michigan to hire to replace Harbaugh was Iowa State’s Matt Campbell, hence “soup.”]


• “I keep saying this and it’s not rhetorical: What is this team doing in practice”


• “God dude”


• “That was awful”


• “So bad”


• “dflksdjfklsdjf”


• “The moon landing didn’t happen”





I’m not sure what that last one was in reference to. But the word fire comes up 293 times in an archive of messages from that fall. We did not all necessarily feel personal hostility toward Jim Harbaugh. Some did, while some felt sad for him. But we all assumed that he was not going to be the coach of the Michigan football team anymore and that he had earned that fate.


Many, many other people felt the same way. On the MGoBlog fan site, the subject of discussion in the comments section under a recap of the Wolverines’ 49-11 November loss to Wisconsin—its worst home loss in eighty-five years—was not whether Harbaugh should be fired, but who else the university should fire such that “the root cause of the systemic suck is figured out and eliminated.” The word fuck appeared 171 times in comments about the game. (One of the site’s moderators tracks this figure each week.)


Harbaugh was described as on the verge of being canned—or assumed to be a foregone subject of termination—by sportswriters and commentators at the Associated Press, CBS, Fox Sports, and multiple arms of the ESPN content machine. (ESPN had also asserted that his job was in danger in 2019, while Yahoo! Sports and Fox had done so in 2018.) Later in November, Michigan was beaten by a COVID-19–addled Penn State team that at that point was 0-5 and whose signature move was fumbling the ball. On Twitter, ABC color analyst Brian Griese, a professionally objective and even-tempered observer who, like Harbaugh, is a former Big Ten champion Michigan quarterback, posted a graphic highlighting the low points of the coach’s recent record with the caption “enough is enough.” National sportswriters and pundits made jokes and exchanged memes at Michigan’s expense, of the sort that suggested other football teams in the Big Ten conference would be so happy to see Harbaugh retained as coach that they would dance in the manner of characters from popular film and television programs.


Multiple people with connections to the Michigan program to whom I’ve spoken identified the team’s October home loss to Michigan State University Spartans, which preceded the Indiana game, as the most shockingly grim of the 2020 season’s many grim events. MSU, naturally one of Michigan’s biggest rivals, was playing with a roster that had been thinned out during a transition between head coaches and had lost its previous game to Rutgers, which is generally not a good team. MSU nonetheless beat Michigan 27-24 on its own field. (Because of COVID-19, there was no crowd. Harbaugh wore a mask over his headset microphone all season, distending it to the point of both aesthetic and epidemiological unsoundness.) The margin of the final score belied both the game’s horrible air of disaster and the simultaneously panicked and anesthetized manner in which the Michigan coaching staff seemed to have prepared the team to play. MSU basically had one offensive idea, which was throwing the ball as high up in the air as possible and hoping that someone on the right team would catch it, as is done at elementary schools. It worked every time. As one person I spoke to put it, “Jesus Christ.”


Michigan finished the season 2-4, with six games canceled because of COVID-19.


The coach of a college football team can make thousands, hundreds of thousands, and perhaps even millions of people—many of them otherwise stable and superficially reasonable adults—insanely angry. I experience churning gastrointestinal distress on Saturdays during the season until Michigan has a lead of at least seventeen points. In my idle moments, when taking showers and driving my three children around northern New Jersey, I spend more time mentally debating self-posed hypotheses such as, “Did Jim Harbaugh corner himself into a no-man’s land between the Wisconsin/Iowa system development model and the Ohio/Penn State talent acquisition model?” than I do thinking about any other question, including things such as, “Do I have the right career?” and “What are parents’ and children’s obligations to each other?” and “What happens to our souls when our bodies die?” This kind of fixation, conducive to neither peace of mind nor personal productivity, is very common.


Why are so many people like this?
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THE HOT SEAT


The question of whether it is absurd and undesirable to care to the point of physical discomfort about sports has nagged at me for some time. I was also deeply bothered for several recent years by the question of why Jim Harbaugh had not been more successful as Michigan’s coach and whether he should be fired.


The roots of these preoccupations extend back to the 1980s and 1990s, when my family lived about one hundred miles north of Ann Arbor. (The town I was raised in, Midland, is a city-sized Dow Chemical plant to which houses and a school district have been attached for convenience.) Sometime around 1990, at the age of eightish, I became a Michigan football fan. My parents weren’t natives of the state and no longer live there, and while they both like sports, I think they find my level of interest in the team a little weird. I didn’t go to college at U of M, but I liked the colors on the uniforms, I liked the big stadium and the marching band, I liked when players ran with or caught the ball for touchdowns, and I liked that Michigan usually won. So that was that. Go Blue!


About a dozen years ago, I read a book about soccer called Football Against the Enemy, which observed that the way the sport was played in different countries—down to what happened on the field, in terms of strategy and style—varied because of historical and cultural factors particular to each place. This struck me as a mind-blowing framework to apply to college football. By its nature, NCAA football is not as well played as NFL football, but there is still something about this version of the sport that many people find compelling to the point of madness. Perhaps this is because college games are contests not just between teams and players but between ways of life.


In US professional sports, athletes who only rarely have a personal connection to their team’s home city perform in generic corporate arenas, team operations overseen by an MBA class that treats wins and losses as data points in a process of asset maximization. But in college football, teams have many of the characteristics of the places where they play. Rosters, even on the most nationally dominant teams, are disproportionately built from local and regional high schools. Programs often maintain trademark styles for generations. The things I and others are drawn to—the colors, the crowds, the chants, the rivalries—are not just matters of marketing (though they are definitely also that) but of personal and communal identity.


There are some instincts and urges that explain the appeal of sports in general to humans, like the attraction to physical spectacle and the compulsion to find out the ending (i.e., final score) of a given story (i.e., game). These become more powerful when they intersect with the equally ancient tendency to think of oneself and one’s social group in reference to epic narratives and heroes. In the United States, no sport plays more obviously to that tendency—projecting the message that the people on the field represent the particular people watching from the stands or on TV—than college football. As Sports Illustrated’s Richard Johnson said to me, “College football makes people in New York City think about what people in Oxford, Mississippi, and Tuscaloosa, Alabama, are interested in.” If you go somewhere new in the United States and want to know what makes it different from other places, the fastest way to do that might be to observe its preeminent college team.


For example, at the time I read Football Against the Enemy, the University of Oregon—based in fast-growing Eugene, its program funded in large part by Nike billionaire Phil Knight—was running elaborate misdirection plays at an unprecedented, no-huddle speed and attaching GPS trackers to players during practice. Louisiana State, playing in Baton Rouge among alligators and swamp vegetation, ran the ball up the middle most of the time, using plays that were many decades old, with straightforward and brutal intentions. The team’s coach sometimes ate grass off of the field during games as a self-invented folk treatment; he said it helped keep him humble. Both teams were excellent. Both approaches worked!


Nowhere are college football identities expressed more conspicuously than through the head coach. Coaches must not only win but also exemplify the sometimes contradictory values and ideals that supporters believe their schools and teams stand for (e.g., unrelenting dominance, but also widely appreciated integrity). Their job security is ultimately determined by fans who have, on the one hand, extremely unreasonable expectations and, on the other hand, only the vaguest idea why teams ultimately succeed or fail.


If a coach isn’t winning decisively every year, it is understood that he is on the hot seat. This means he is being attacked by alumni, former players, big-money donors, TV pundits, and online cranks who believe he should be fired. After every loss, social media sites, message boards, radio airwaves, and podcasts—my God, the podcasts—will be overloaded with opinions about how he is, to take one time-honored binary, either calling too many passes (because “games are won or lost in the trenches”) or not calling enough passes (because “you’ve got to adapt to modern football”). A coach is never more than a few high-stakes victories from having a statue built in his honor while he’s still alive. But he is also never more than one defeat from turning into a widely derided idiot whose face becomes a meme image that young people use to signify failure. (In 2016, Texas Christian really did erect a statue of its then coach, Gary Patterson, on campus. In 2021, Patterson resigned under pressure because of the team’s poor record.) The coach exists in a state of perpetual water-cooler subjecthood.


Coaches, for all their belief in self-reliance and the determinative power of “wanting it more than the other guy,” are at the mercy of trends and conditions over which they have no control. These are numerous and involved, ranging from the decentralized structure of US higher education (which requires colleges to continually pursue more money and prestige or risk ceasing to exist), to the decline of industry in the Midwest (which has drastically changed the distribution of football talent), to media corporations’ decisions about what will maximize their advertising revenue (which leads to reorganizations of college football’s competitive environment on an almost annual basis).


The sport can be a little too revealing about who “we” are. When a friend of mine who did not attend a “football school” mentioned that his general impression of the college game was one of overinvested psycho fans, sleazy boosters, exploitative corporate sponsors, and coaches who alternate between being psychologically abusive and legally overpermissive, the only thing I could say was, well, yeah. It’s a sport that has seemed unsustainably chaotic at every stage of its existence, and now it seems especially so. For many years, colleges have withheld revenue from the players who are generating it on the principle that they are “student-athletes” playing an amateur sport for nonpecuniary reasons, even though that amateur sport is worth billions of dollars and the students recruited to play it are all but excluded from the normal activities of collegiate life, lest they take time or attention away from football.


This pretense, thin and transparent in the best of times, is finally beginning to disappear in practice, most prominently via the adoption of the “name, image, and likeness” (NIL) rights that allow NCAA athletes to accept sports-related income so long as it doesn’t come from schools themselves. More players are sharing their feelings about political questions, and not just those that are related to amateurism and compensation. Some fans like this. Others really don’t!


This book is an account of one season of football, the many swear words said aloud and written on the internet about it, and some guesses as to why those words felt so important to the people delivering them. In particular, it examines the reputations of a few head coaches who were in precarious positions within this crazed environment. Chief among these is Harbaugh, the subject whom I felt I was most suited to investigate and explain as both a journalistic observer and a demented fan. I also took a trip to study Ed Orgeron, the bayou-born coach of the Louisiana State University Tigers, another team with a storied history and huge stadium, but one that is unencumbered, both for better and for worse, by Michigan’s pretension and sense of propriety. And I went to Florida to see Willie Taggart, who had been an up-and-coming star when he was named head coach of Florida State University in 2017 but was fired by FSU less than two years later. As of this writing, he is working at Florida Atlantic University, an erstwhile commuter school in Boca Raton. My hope was that by figuring out why these men had troubles with their job security, and by interspersing my scrutiny of Michigan with trips to places that were very much not-Michigan, I would be able to learn more about both the forces that created the wider college football universe and Michigan’s place within that cosmos. Perhaps, by understanding the hot seat, we can understand ourselves.
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HOPE-O-METER


“Thicc Stauskas” had seen enough. It was August 23, 2021, twelve days before Michigan was scheduled to begin its football season with a home game against Western Michigan University. The proximate trigger for his anger was an article on 247Sports.com’s Michigan Insider website called Webblog: Fall Camp Rumblings—Talking “Offensive Identity.” In the post, reporter Sam Webb (hence Webblog) wrote the following: “My gut tells me that the thing this offense is best at right now is when it’s pounding the rock.” The reference to Webb’s “gut” is a code phrase that he uses to indicate that he has firsthand information.


To Thicc Stauskas—a 247Sports.com subscriber and Twitter user with about three thousand followers whose handle is a portmanteau involving former Michigan basketball player Nik Stauskas and the late-millennial slang term thicc, which means that someone’s butt is big but in a good way—this was unacceptable and devastating. It was the exact thing he feared, expected, and hated. “It’s over,” he wrote on Twitter, referring to the season, which had not started. “I hate this shit!” On the 247Sports message board thread associated with Webb’s post, he responded “this sucks,” reiterating this belief several times in an extended argument with other users. Within about an hour, he was suspended from the site, ostensibly for posting some of the paywalled text from Webb’s article elsewhere online but also, it seemed like, for being too mad. (He had additionally violated the site’s prohibition on personal attacks forty-six minutes into the discussion by telling another user that he had “the brain of a tiny baby.”)


This incident, in addition to being funny to me because I knew that “Thicc Stauskas” was an otherwise pretty normal person in his midtwenties named Dan, was illustrative of the mood that had surrounded the Michigan football program since the previous season, and for most of Jim Harbaugh’s coaching tenure, and for most of the twenty-first century. (Dan—Thicc Stauskas—is one of the people in the Twitter message chat mentioned earlier.) The specific issue under dispute—the advisability of pounding the rock, that is, handing off to running backs rather than passing or using a “mobile” running quarterback—was itself central to Michigan’s problem, which was the gap between its self-conception and its performance.


Michigan was a good-to-great football team for most of the modern, postintegration era of college football, which began in roughly 1970. The team’s winningest coach during this or any time was Bo Schembechler, who assembled sizable young men with names like Rick, Billy, and Jumbo and believed strongly in running the ball—in 1973, Michigan ran 692 times and attempted only 102 passes.


The date the program’s modern era of excellence ended can arguably be pinpointed to November 17, 2006, when Schembechler collapsed and died of a heart attack while preparing to record a TV segment in the Detroit suburb of Southfield. He was retired by then, but he had stayed close to the program and been followed in succession by two of his former assistants, including the coach at the time, Lloyd Carr. Carr’s team was undefeated and preparing to play number-one-ranked rival Ohio State the next day. Michigan had won a national championship less than a decade prior—I was fifteen at the time; it was awesome—and a Big Ten championship as recently as 2003. One of its recent quarterbacks (Tom Brady) was in the beginning stages of becoming the most accomplished football player ever. Wide receiver and kick returner Desmond Howard had won the Heisman Trophy in 1992 (he was awesome), while cornerback/kick returner/wide receiver Charles Woodson had won it in 1997 (he was also awesome).


The day after Schembechler’s death, the team lost narrowly to Ohio State. A month and a half later, it was beaten decisively by the University of Southern California in the Rose Bowl. It lost the first game of the next season, 2007, to Appalachian State, a woodsy North Carolina school whose team didn’t even play at the Division I-A level at the time. It was the most shocking upset in college football history, and it remains so. (MGoBlog refers to this game as “The Horror.”) Then, in its fourth straight loss, Michigan was pasted 39-7 at home by the University of Oregon Ducks. Both App State and Oregon succeeded by using players who were, on the whole, lighter, faster, and more creatively arranged around the field than Michigan’s. This was not awesome, and two months later, Carr announced that he would step down at the season’s end.


He was replaced by Rich “Rich Rod” Rodriguez, a native of West Virginia who’d had success as the head coach of West Virginia University with an offensive system largely of his own invention that, despite being mostly running-oriented, was considered novel because it used smaller and more spread-out players, including the quarterback, to carry the ball. Schembechler had used running quarterbacks initially, but over the course of his tenure and Carr’s, the Michigan model for the position had mostly become a tall person who handed off a lot.


Rodriguez’s teams were bad for myriad reasons that are blessedly beyond the scope of this book, but the lesson many Michigan partisans took from his tenure was that you could not win in the Big Ten if your running backs were not expected to plunge frequently into a centrally located pile of six to eleven opponents. Rich Rod was fired after three years and replaced by former Carr assistant Brady Hoke, a personable man who looks and sounds like Fred Flintstone. Hoke talked a lot about power running and “big-boy football,” but his teams (after one good year mostly using Rodriguez’s leftover plays) were bad in general and particularly bad at running the ball. Michigan rushed for negative forty-eight yards in a blowout loss to Michigan State in Hoke’s third year as coach. That’s not good, and it’s certainly not powerful. He got fired.


This was when Harbaugh was brought in. He had been a quarterback at Michigan under Schembechler, had had a long NFL career, and had become a successful coach at Stanford University and then with the San Francisco 49ers. We’ll delve into some other aspects of his character and the furor around his arrival later, but it was a big deal. Tom Brady, Desmond Howard, and then Michigan governor Rick Snyder reportedly were among those who personally urged him to take the job, which was pitched to him in clandestine phone conversations by interim Michigan athletic director (AD) Jim Hackett. Hackett would leave the university soon afterward to become CEO of Ford, and his pursuit of Harbaugh had the reported support of Michigan mega-donor Stephen Ross, who owns a number of entities, including the Equinox and SoulCycle gym brands, the Miami Dolphins, and the Related Companies real estate firm. (Ross has given more to the university than any other person, and its business school is named after him.) The point is every known Michiganian sphere of power was committed to the Harbaugh project. And the main thing Harbaugh had become known for at Stanford and San Francisco was overseeing a power running game. His preferred strategy was to run as much as possible, in a way that bordered on being condescending to the opponent.


The attentive reader may be able to guess where this is going, which is that while Harbaugh’s Michigan teams were good at a number of things, they were mediocre when it came to running the football. In particular, they lost big games because they couldn’t rush well enough to run out the clock when they were ahead. Michigan had the ball and a lead over Ohio State three times in the fourth quarter of their 2016 game but punted each time and ultimately lost. Throughout the 2018 season, broadcasters kept mentioning that the Michigan coaching staff wanted to use repeated power runs to throw “body blows” at the opposition, wearing out defenders through sheer force, in the hopes they would be too exhausted to hold up in the fourth quarter. Unfortunately, by the fourth quarter of Michigan’s game against Ohio State in 2018, it was trailing by three touchdowns. It’s hard to get a long-term body-blow strategy to work when your head gets punched off immediately.


Harbaugh’s teams won ten games in 2015, 2016, and 2018, respectively, which is good, but he never beat Ohio State. In his fifth year, 2019, Michigan won nine games and lost to Ohio State. In his sixth year, it won two games and didn’t play Ohio State because of COVID-19, but it probably would have lost. Harbaugh replaced the team’s offensive coordinator in 2019, bringing in Josh Gattis, who was known to dabble in the spread-out, small-guys, modern stuff. Gattis’s offense, however, still lost or nearly lost a number of games—most prominently the aforementioned 2020 Michigan State debacle—in which the team seemed stunned that it was unable to consistently run the ball down the middle of the field. Ohio State, over roughly this same period, had increasingly incorporated facets of the “spread” style, to the point that its offense was most successful when it threw short passes to smaller players. It had become, statistically, one of the best offenses in the history of the sport. Hilarious! Ha ha!


This—the idea of 2021 Michigan taking a breath, looking around, surveying the scene, thinking about the state of the world and its competition, and deciding that this was the year it was going to be able to run the ball down the middle of the field, pound the rock, and outphysical the opposition—is what needs to be understood about Thicc Stauskas’s reaction to Sam Webb’s report. It reminded one of the definition of insanity that is often misattributed, by alumni of lesser institutions, to Einstein: doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. Decent men and women may not have condoned the language Thicc Stauskas used, but they understood his frustration.


There had been a lot to get angry about over the course of the off-season, which in college football is an eight-month period during which nothing happens but does so very urgently. The meaning of the off-season’s pseudo-events (staff changes, recruiting reports, practices that nobody in the press or public observes firsthand) are contested in a variety of forums; interpretations are cross-pollinated via message boards, blogs, Twitter accounts, group threads, and even sometimes personal interactions between humans. Michigan discussion nexuses include MGoBlog, the 247Sports message board, a different insider message board run by a company called Rivals, a third insider message board run by a company called On3 and founded by the same person who founded both Rivals and 247Sports, and more.


Usually, a college coach entering the last year of his contract either signs a contract extension or is terminated to avoid a lame-duck season, and the 2021 season was the last one covered by Harbaugh’s original agreement with Michigan. But after the team’s final 2020 game was canceled in early December, a month elapsed during which neither a termination nor a new contract was announced by athletic director Warde Manuel, a former Michigan defensive lineman whose patient air suggests a wisdom that has mostly been borne out in his decisions.


Author John U. Bacon, who lives in Ann Arbor and writes often about the football team, reported on December 7, 2020, that Manuel had discussed a new contract with Harbaugh and that the ball was in the coach’s court. Sam Webb reported that Harbaugh was telling recruits he planned to sign an extension that would actually reduce his salary—the phrase he was using was “betting on himself.” But the day on which these high school seniors could officially commit to playing at Michigan came and went in late December without this happening. There were some credible reports that Harbaugh was trying to find out if NFL teams were interested in hiring him. These reports were seized on by a splinter faction of fans who wanted to replace Harbaugh with Matt “Soup” Campbell of Iowa State, an Ohio native who had made the usually submediocre ISU Cyclones competitive. Someone changed the title of our Twitter group chat to “The Soup Group.”


On January 8, 2021, however, Manuel and Harbaugh announced that a new five-year contract extension had been signed. The details were weird. Harbaugh would be taking a pay cut of 50 percent, from roughly $8 million a year to roughly $4 million, and his buyout—what he’d have to be paid by Michigan if he was fired—was likewise reduced from $10 million to $4 million. Four assistant coaches were let go, including the defensive coordinator. Manuel said in a statement that the football team “didn’t achieve at a level that anyone expected this year.”


Manuel’s statement was a modest acknowledgement of reality, but retaining Harbaugh, even on a reduced salary, seemed to many to communicate a willingness to accept that level of achievement. The founder of MGoBlog—a tall, long-haired, and abundantly bearded computer engineering alumnus named Brian Cook, whose somewhat Viking-like appearance belies the stereotype of the physically withdrawn blogger—described himself as “baffled” by Harbaugh’s continuing employment. Another fan site, Maize ’n’ Brew, had already written that it was “time for the Jim Harbaugh era at Michigan to come to an end” and that “it is hard to think of any assistants that are proven or on the career upswing who would hitch their wagon to him.” A columnist for the Michigan Daily student newspaper wrote that Harbaugh’s monthlong delay in accepting the contract constituted the kind of “disrespect and disregard” for the university for which someone in his position could justifiably be fired.


The athletic department took the position that the COVID-19 year was an aberration and, aside from that, winning ten games (but not eleven, twelve, or thirteen, like a few other teams did) and occasionally beating other well-known programs (but not Ohio State) was not the worst status quo. It was attesting that Harbaugh was essentially a competent person who’d established a good foundation for recruiting and supervising football-playing students. Bacon, who, over the course of several Michigan-related books and a teaching appointment at the university, has become something like the ombudsman for the athletic program’s ideals, noted on Twitter that the athletic department and university president were pleased that Harbaugh’s players “have been very strong in the classroom and in the community.”


It was true that team had won about two-thirds of its games with Harbaugh coaching, that its players had (according to NCAA-tracked graduation rate statistics) evidently been going to class and doing homework, and that both players and coaches had avoided committing or abetting crimes in the ways that have brought down many coaching regimes at other top football schools. But other facts suggested a terminal mediocrity spiral. The team was only 11-10 in its last twenty-one games. The margins of the losses were getting wider. Cutting a coach’s salary in half could be read as an emasculating signal by recruits and potential assistant coaches, but even $4 million each year is quite an amount to pay someone just for seeing that roughly one hundred college students with extraordinary access to tutoring resources are staying on track to graduate and are not being arrested. Reader responses to the announcement of Harbaugh’s reduced-salary extension on MGoBlog included words and phrases like “apathetic,” “off the rails,” “laughingstock,” “worst deal any coach of a major program has ever signed,” “none of this matters,” “mediocrity personified,” “failing marriage,” and “weird, quirky, catatonic failure.”


The university chose not to argue the point with its own ticket holders, students, or alumni, much less with the media. Neither Harbaugh nor Manuel conducted big-picture interviews with the press. (Manuel did appear on the athletic department’s in-house podcast.) The team’s spring scrimmage, which many other schools invite fans to watch for free, was closed to both fans and media coverage. (Ohio State opened both its scrimmage and one of the preceding practices to fans.) The program released a “highlight” video from the event that was sixty-eight seconds long and mostly shot in extreme close-up. The Michigan writers at 247Sports.com, a subscription service that depends on insider access and information and, thus, typically bends over backward not to attack the athletic department, called it “a pretty lame move,” “a slap in the face,” and “a brutal message” about the school’s opinion of its own community. Brian Cook characterized the episode as “the program killing any goodwill that’s left.” Harbaugh and the athletic department, in public at least, were signaling a lack of urgency bordering on apathy. They seemed to care less than anyone else did, and it was driving people crazy.


There were some off-season developments that one could interpret as signs of a burgeoning renewal, but each seemed paired with another that supported the death-spiral theory. A new defensive secondary coach named Maurice Linguist arrived in January and exuded promising energy while securing several commitments from well-regarded high school players. He left the program three and a half months later to become the head coach of Buffalo, a State University of New York team that plays in the Mid-American Conference. A very talented wide receiver recruit named Xavier Worthy, who had graduated early from his high school, signed a letter of intent to play for Michigan despite the coaching situation, but then he asked to be released from his commitment so he could enroll at the University of Texas instead. Two former Michigan players who’d become up-and-coming coaches, Mike Hart and Ron Bellamy, accepted offers to join the staff, which suggested that the program, and Harbaugh, still had some currency. But four players who’d started games in 2020 transferred to other schools, which suggested Harbaugh may have “lost the locker room,” a football coaching problem that is vaguely defined but always understood to be extremely bad. After one of the transfers, Thicc Stauskas wrote, “The only take I have to register about Michigan Football is that the vibes are fucked and the season is going to be a disaster.”


When the sports reporting website The Athletic conducted an informal “Hope-O-Meter” survey in August 2021, Michigan fans finished as the sixtieth most hopeful out of the sixty-two teams whose fans responded. “I’m dead inside,” one said. Season ticket purchases had dropped from ninety-two thousand in 2019 to eighty-four thousand in 2021. (There were no fans at the games in 2020 because of COVID-19.)


But here’s the thing: everyone still cared. After all, eighty-four thousand season tickets is still a lot of season tickets! Traffic on the fan sites remained high. A lot of people said they had given up or didn’t have any hopes for the season. But they were obviously lying, or they wouldn’t have been talking about it so much.


INTERLUDE


Jim Harbaugh, at Big Ten Media Day in August 2021, regarding the Nathan’s Hot Dog Eating Contest and its perennial winner, Joey Chestnut:


I watch it every year. I’m a big fan. I don’t miss that. Addie [Harbaugh’s daughter] doesn’t miss that. Sarah [his wife] likes it too. My son Jack loves it. There’s no question about it [being impressive]. I mean, I’ve looked at some of his training, and he’s just pretty awesome. Guy’s the best at what he does; I have complete respect for that. He is an athlete, yeah. I mean if you are, if you were hot dog eating champion of the world, ate the most hot dogs in ten minutes in the world, would you consider that a sport? I think I would. I would probably feel pretty good about myself if I could do that.


On what food he could eat at Chestnut’s level:


My mom always said I had a hollow leg. I’d probably say corn on the cob. I really like corn on the cob. I never tried [eating it competitively], but I’m always disappointed there’s not another one to eat [in a regular dinner situation]. Usually, you got the pot there, and there’s another one in there. There’s one more? I’ll eat that one too. I’m disappointed there’s not a couple more.







OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
PUBILICAFFAIRS





OEBPS/images/9781541700352.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
«HOT
SEAT

A YEAR OF OUTRAGE, PRIDE, AND
OCCASIONAL GAMES OF
COLLEGE FOOTBALL

BEN MATHIS-LILLEY

PUBLICAFFAIRS
New York





