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This is for my pal Jackson Diehl, a Yalie, who has been my friend and colleague since we worked together in the Washington Post’s Prince George’s County bureau in 1978.


And it is for Buddy Teevens, who exemplified what the Ivy League is all about. I never got to see him coach a game in 2023, but he inspired me throughout the project.
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Introduction



IT ALL BEGAN WITH THE subway—specifically the IRT’s number 1 train, which ran the length of Manhattan, from the battery to the northern tip of the island: last stop, 242nd Street.


By the time I was ten, I pretty much had the subway system down—especially the routes that ran to sports venues: the IRT took me downtown to Penn Station and Madison Square Garden, and the IND’s D train landed at Yankee Stadium after I made the free transfer from IRT to IND at 59th Street. The number 7 train launched at Grand Central Station and became elevated after going under the East River from Manhattan to Queens and stopped, eventually, at Shea Stadium/Willets Point. At one point in my life I could name all twenty-one stops on the line. Shea Stadium was the twentieth.


And then there was the aforementioned number 1 train, which stopped at 215th Street, three blocks short of what was then Baker Field. If you want to watch the Columbia Lions play football today, you can get off at the same subway stop. The difference is you are now on your way to Robert K. Kraft Field at Lawrence A. Wien Stadium at the Baker Field Athletic Complex.


To me, it will always be Baker Field. Back then, it cost $4 to buy a ticket and there were always plenty of good seats available. Columbia had the occasional good player—quarterback Marty Domres, who played for nine seasons—one in the AFL and then eight in the NFL after the AFL and NFL merged in 1970—was one example. George Starke, who became known with the Washington Redskins as the leader of “The Hogs,” was another. He was a good enough athlete to also play center on the basketball team.


During Domres’s three seasons as a starter—when I was first riding the number 1 train to Baker Field—Columbia was 6–21, finishing 2–7 each season. Even so, Domres was the ninth pick in the 1969 AFL/NFL draft, going to the San Diego Chargers. He backed John Hadl up for three seasons, before being traded to the Baltimore Colts prior to the 1972 season.


When the Colts decided to bench thirty-nine-year-old Johnny Unitas six games into that season, it was Domres who started in his place.


That was about as close to football glory as Columbia got during those years. In 1961, Columbia went 6–3 overall and 6–1 in the Ivy League to tie for first place. To this day, that is Columbia’s only conference title.


Despite Columbia’s many losses, I enjoyed going to Baker Field. Not only could I always get good seats, but you could go down on the field after the game and mingle with the players. Once, I asked a visiting team captain if I could have the game ball he was carrying and he looked at me like I was from another planet.


“The game ball?” He said. “The game ball? Are you kidding?”


I figured it was worth a try.


Even after I went to college, I continued to follow Columbia and the Ivy League. In those days, the New York Times covered the Ivy League as a beat, so I was able to read often about Columbia’s forty-four-game losing streak—which began in 1983 and ended in 1988, three coaches later.


The Washington Post, where I began working after graduating from college in 1977, didn’t cover the Ivy League very much, but I often found excuses to write about players and teams in both football and basketball. In 2017, after Al Bagnoli had miraculously turned Columbia football around, I wrote a piece about Columbia’s 6–0 start. A defensive back named Landon Baty, who had been on teams that went 2–8 and 3–7 as a freshman and sophomore, told me a story about what a thrill it was when the counterman at Milano’s Market on 113th Street gave him a complimentary chicken and turkey sandwich after the Lions had stunned Princeton.


I loved doing stories like that.


Which is why I wanted to write this book. I knew the players at all eight schools would have stories to tell. I also knew that one didn’t have to be a first-round NFL draft pick to be someone who readers would want to know about. I’d learned that firsthand twenty-four years ago when I wrote a book titled The Last Amateurs, about basketball in the Patriot League.


My two closest advisers at the time—Esther Newberg, my agent, and Bob Woodward, yes, the Bob Woodward—both pleaded with me to not write that book. “Just write a nice, long magazine piece,” Woodward counseled.


I almost always listen to Woodward—because he’s about one hundred times smarter than I am—but my gut told me this was a book I wanted to do. Fortunately, Michael Pietsch, my editor at Little, Brown at the time, was willing to let me follow my gut. The book became a New York Times bestseller because there were so many stories to tell.


Which is what brought me to the Ivy League. In 2017, I did a book on playing quarterback in the NFL. One of the quarterbacks I focused on was Ryan Fitzpatrick, who had been a star at Harvard, graduating in 2005 with a degree in economics. Regardless of where he’d gone to college, Fitzpatrick was a remarkable story, having already spent twelve seasons in the NFL after being the 250th pick (out of 258) in the 2005 draft.


I was right. Fitzpatrick was smart (surprise), funny, and self-deprecating. The first time we met was at a sandwich shop in New Jersey (he had been with the Jets the previous season) that had no tables, just a counter.


Fitzpatrick was clearly comfortable in the blue-collar atmosphere. Harvard grad, wealthy NFL quarterback, comfortable anywhere.


That experience reminded me how much I had enjoyed talking to Ivy League athletes through the years. Which is why, after I finished a book on race in sports that I needed to write to save my soul, and a book on David Feherty, which was a joy to write, I thought again about the Ivy League.


To begin, the idea of writing about a conference that would never change was appealing. There was—and is—no chance that “The Ancient Eight” will ever become “The Ancient Ten” or “The Ancient Twelve.”


The Big Ten, which loves to talk about its grand traditions, could now be called the Big 18. Once, its eastern-most school was Ohio State and Iowa was as far west as the league went. Now, Rutgers and Maryland are part of the league, and so are Washington (state!), UCLA, USC, and Oregon. The Big 12 now has sixteen teams, proof, if nothing else, that those running those conferences can’t count very well. The Atlantic Coast Conference is now the home of Stanford and Cal-Berkeley—last seen located on the Pacific coast—and, wait for it, SMU. The Pac-12? Gone. Ten of the twelve teams have fled for bigger TV bucks.


Heck, even the Patriot League, which had seven teams when I wrote The Last Amateurs, now has ten teams. Seriously.


The Ivy League schools have played one another dating to the nineteenth century. Princeton played Rutgers in the first college football game ever in 1869. Yale celebrated its 150th year of football in 2023; Harvard its 149th. John Heisman—he of the Heisman Trophy—played for both Penn and Brown. Harvard claimed eight national championships, the last of them in 1919. When I first walked into Harvard Stadium (built in 1895), I asked Coach Tim Murphy what he remembered about that 1919 title. For the record, Tim and I are the same age.


More recently, Yale and Harvard played in arguably the most dramatic college football game ever, the 1968 game in which Harvard scored sixteen points in the last forty-two seconds to forge a 29–29 tie. There was no overtime in college football before 1996, which led to the famous Harvard Crimson headline: “Harvard beats Yale, 29–29.”


Calvin Hill, later an NFL All-Pro running back in Dallas, played in that game for Yale as did quarterback Brian Dowling—immortalized by the great cartoonist Garry Trudeau, who just happened to be at Yale during those years, as “B.D.” in his long-running Doonesbury comic strip. Trudeau actually created “B.D.” while both he and Dowling were undergraduates in a strip called Bull Tales. That strip later became Doonesbury.


The Ivy League wasn’t formally created until 1956, and the league presidents eventually got together to create rules and restrictions that guaranteed the one-time national powers would no longer be national powers. Now, Ivy League teams are often ranked in the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) rankings but, unlike in other sports, Ivy League champions don’t get to participate in postseason play.


“It makes no sense,” Yale coach Tony Reno said—echoing all the coaches and players in the league. “We only play ten games to start with. Why not let the kids who win the league championship get a chance to show people how good they are?”


This is yet another example of administrators mouthing clichés about “doing what’s best for the ‘student-athletes,’” then doing nothing to help the “student-athletes.” Yup, even in the Ivy League, hypocrisy lives.


The two coaches who urged me to write this book were Tim Murphy and Buddy Teevens, the longtime coaches at Harvard and Dartmouth, both of whom I’d gotten to know fairly well. Murphy had come to Harvard in 1993 and was the school and the league’s all-time winningest coach.


Teevens had been an All-Ivy League quarterback at Dartmouth in the 1970s and had also played on the hockey team when it went to the Frozen Four in 1978 (proof that in sports other than football, Ivy League postseason play is possible, perhaps even exciting).


The two men had been born eight days apart in 1956—Teevens on October 1, Murphy on October 9. Teevens was born in Pembroke, Massachusetts; Murphy in the neighboring town of Kingston. Each was about 35 miles from Boston.


They met at the age of twelve on a Little League baseball field when Murphy ran Teevens over trying to score. To this day he insists he was safe. Teevens—and the umpire—thought he was out.


They went to high school together and were football teammates and best friends. “I probably ate dinner at Buddy’s house more often than at my house,” Murphy likes to say.


Teevens went to Dartmouth while Murphy went to Springfield College—a late recruit.


“The thought that I would play college football never really crossed my mind until my senior year,” Murphy said. “To be honest, I was thinking I would enlist in the marines.”


He played linebacker at Springfield and then, at Teevens’s urging, decided to give coaching a try after graduating. When Teevens became the coach at the University of Maine, he hired his pal as his offensive coordinator. The two men had worked together as assistant coaches at Boston University.


When Teevens was hired to be the head coach at his alma mater, he recommended that Murphy succeed him at Maine. Two years later, Murphy was hired at the University of Cincinnati. Teevens left Dartmouth in 1991 to coach at Tulane and later coached at Stanford after working for three years as an assistant under Steve Spurrier at Florida. With Dartmouth’s program spiraling, he was brought back to the school in 2005. Murphy, after five seasons at Cincinnati, was hired at Harvard and never left.


The two men had remained best friends. Teevens was godfather to Murphy’s first daughter; Murphy was godfather to Teevens’s first daughter.


“He was my best friend for almost fifty-five years,” Murphy said. “We’d even talked about going out together when it was time. Of course we never dreamed it would end this way.”


Teevens, an inveterate bike rider, was hit by an F-150 truck on highway A1A in Florida on March 16, 2023. He lived a little more than six months with horrific injuries—he lost his right leg and was paralyzed from the shoulders down—before dying on September 26.


His longtime assistant coach Sammy McCorkle had been named acting coach after the accident and his pregame talk four days after Teevens’s death was as chilling as anything I’ve ever been privileged to hear in a locker room—and I’ve heard a lot of pregame talks in the last forty years.


I ended up interviewing about eighty players and all the Ivy League coaches to research this book. It would take a book twice as long as this one to properly tell all their stories. I can honestly say I enjoyed every interview I conducted. The players were everything you would want and expect Ivy League athletes to be. Driving up and down I-95 for four months was no picnic, but it was well worth it.


This isn’t so much the story of one Ivy League football season—although that’s certainly an important element—as it is the story of the remarkable young men who play Ivy League football and the older men who coach them.


Away from the football field, the school year among The Ancient Eight was, to say the least, tumultuous. Harvard president Claudine Gay and Penn president Liz Magill were forced to resign after testifying before Congress on December 5—seventeen days after the football season ended—on, among other topics, the Hamas-Israeli war.


When neither condemned the initial Hamas attack on October 7, calls for their resignation abounded. Four days later, after a little more than a year on the job, Magill resigned. Twenty-four days later, after only six months in her post, Gay, Harvard’s first Black president, also resigned.


Then, in the spring, many campuses—most notably Columbia’s—were engulfed in student protests on campus, almost all of them pro-Palestine, leaving Columbia president Minouche Shafik—the school’s first woman president who had testified before Congress in April in favor of Israel—hanging on to her job for dear life.


The spring news stories were a place far away from the relative tranquility of fall football games.


My season was probably best summed up by the scene in the Harvard locker room after the Crimson lost 23–18 to Yale on the last day of the season. Even with the loss, Harvard tied for the Ivy League title—obviously, cold comfort when they could have won it outright. So there were plenty of tears in that locker room, but they weren’t really all for the loss.


For most of the seniors, those tears were about the end of football: most would be going to graduate school or into the real world after graduation in May or, in some cases, in December. For the underclassmen, the tears were about the end of the 2023 Harvard football team. The seniors would be leaving and the underclassmen would all have to step into new roles beginning in the spring.


Tim Murphy hugged every player in the room. In the back of his mind, he knew this was likely to be his last game as Harvard’s coach. He wasn’t certain yet, but it was definitely something he’d been thinking about. That made the hugs more poignant. In a sense, he too was a senior. He understood exactly how his seniors felt in that moment. That’s why his eyes were misty as he said farewell to all his players and to his coaches.


“When you’ve put everything you have into something for four years and you know it isn’t going to be there anymore, you mourn for it,” senior offensive tackle Jacob Rizy said. “You really don’t want to take those pads off for the last time.”


Most football players feel that way, but in the Ivy League it is more acute. They arrive knowing they will play no more than forty games in four years. There’s no postseason to play for; only the Ivy League title and as many wins as possible. A handful will be graduate transfers, to a variety of programs, minor and major; a smaller handful will get a shot at the NFL.


Most know their last game as a senior is, in fact, their last game. They walk away with victories and defeats to remember.


“But no regrets,” said Harvard offensive tackle Logan Bednar. “As long as we all know we’ve given absolutely everything we have to give, there are no regrets. We did that this past season. So, no regrets.”


I saw both cheers and tears in Ivy League locker rooms last fall. But no regrets at all.















Chapter One



MARCH 17, 2023


SAMMY MCCORKLE HAD GOTTEN TO Boston’s Logan Airport for his flight to Durham, North Carolina, early enough that he didn’t have to rush to get to his gate. He’d flown out of Logan enough times to know you always leave extra time to deal with parking and security.


He was on his way to watch his daughter Madison (Maddy), a junior at Duke, play lacrosse against Syracuse. It wasn’t that often that McCorkle, the defensive coordinator at Dartmouth, had time to take a day off and go see Maddy play. Now, with the start of spring practice a couple of weeks away, he had a window that allowed him to fly to Durham on Friday, watch the game on Saturday, and then take his daughter to dinner.


Normally, the idea of seeing his daughter play would put him in a buoyant mood, but, as much as he was looking forward to the trip, his mood was melancholy as he waited for his flight. The previous day he had learned that Josh Balara, who had been a starting offensive lineman for Dartmouth, had died after a protracted battle with cancer.


Balara’s death wasn’t a huge surprise. He had been forced to drop out of school during the fall semester and when he had visited for a game, everyone could see how sick he looked.


“It wasn’t a shock,” McCorkle said. “But it was a shock. I mean, he was twenty-one years old.”


McCorkle was trying to relax before his flight when his phone rang. He was surprised to see that it was athletic director Mike Harrity, who had been on the job for less than a year. McCorkle couldn’t think of a reason why Harrity would be calling him. He suspected it wasn’t to wish Maddy good luck the next afternoon.


Harrity made no attempt at small talk. He let McCorkle know that associate athletic director Don Whitmore was on the phone too and suggested he find a quiet place to talk. McCorkle walked to a quiet spot away from where other passengers were sitting.


The news wasn’t bad—it was worse than bad.


“Buddy was in an accident last night,” Harrity said. “A very serious one.”


He then filled McCorkle in on what he knew: Teevens and his wife Kirsten had been vacationing during spring break at their home south of Jacksonville. They had ridden their bicycles to a nearby restaurant for dinner.


En route home, Teevens had been crossing highway A1A when he was slammed into by a Ford F-150 truck. The driver hadn’t been speeding—she was going about 40 miles per hour according to the police report—but couldn’t stop before slamming into Teevens.


The injuries were horrific. His spine had been crushed and one of his legs had to be amputated right away. Whether he would ever coach again was in serious doubt. An email was being sent to all of Dartmouth’s players asking them to make themselves available for an emergency Zoom meeting at seven o’clock the next night. Because of spring break, very few of them were on campus.


“I still went to the game,” McCorkle said. “There was really nothing I could do at that point. But the phone calls never stopped during the game.”


After Duke had lost to second-ranked Syracuse, 16–10, Maddy greeted her father by asking, “What’s wrong?”


“She knew I never talked on the phone when she was playing, so something had to be going on.”


McCorkle had very few details but he knew enough to say, “Something terrible has happened.”


He wasn’t exaggerating.


On that same morning, Tim Murphy and his wife, Martha, were en route to the airport north of Naples to fly home to Boston after their spring vacation. The phone rang. It was Lindsay Teevens, Buddy and Kirsten’s oldest child and Tim Murphy’s goddaughter. She told the Murphys that her father had been in a terrible accident on his bicycle the night before and was at the Mayo Clinic in Jacksonville.


“We just kept driving,” Murphy said. “Never went to the airport. It took about four hours to get to the hospital. By the time we got there, the doctors had already amputated Buddy’s leg and he was about to go into surgery again.”


Murphy was allowed to briefly see his lifelong friend. “He couldn’t talk, but he could communicate by blinking his eyes,” Murphy said. “Looking back, it’s amazing that he survived the accident at all. The doctor told me he had to go right back in for more surgery. I was in complete shock.”


Like a lot of men and women of his generation, Buddy Teevens didn’t wear a helmet when on his bike. He had ridden cross-country several years earlier as part of a charity fundraiser—all without a helmet. Whether a helmet would have made any difference that evening is impossible to say, but given the battering his entire body took, it is unlikely.


Most of Dartmouth’s players were spread out around the country on spring break when they got a message from director of football operations Dino Cauteruccio telling them there would be an emergency Zoom meeting for the entire team Saturday night at seven o’clock. McCorkle was in his hotel room in Durham when the meeting took place.


Harrity opened the meeting by talking briefly about Balara, knowing the players were keenly aware of his death. Then he told them that he had another piece of bad news he needed to relate to them.


“I think it hit us all like a ton of bricks,” quarterback Nick Howard said. “It felt like it couldn’t be true. Even though he didn’t give us a lot of detail, we knew it had to be very serious for them to call a special Zoom meeting. We knew the meeting wasn’t about Josh, because we all knew already that he had passed away. So, we were expecting something bad, but not like that.”


Harrity told the players that McCorkle would be the acting coach. That made sense. He had come to Dartmouth in 2005 when Teevens had returned for his second stint as head coach. He was Teevens’s top assistant and the plan had been for him to move up and take over the program when Teevens retired.


“That was the plan,” McCorkle said. “But not this way and not this soon.”


McCorkle was fifty. He had gone to Florida as a walk-on and had been a team captain on Steve Spurrier’s 1996 national championship team. After one year as a high school coach, he’d returned to Florida as a graduate assistant coach. That was where he met Teevens, who had gone to work for Spurrier after being fired as the head coach at Tulane.


When Teevens returned to Dartmouth in 2005 following a stint at Stanford, he offered McCorkle a job coaching his defensive backs and special teams. They had been together ever since.


“When he was named interim coach the next week, he never said we’re moving on,” Howard said. “He said we’re moving forward, which was exactly what Coach T would have said. That’s exactly what we did, we moved forward. We knew Coach T wouldn’t have wanted it any other way and Coach Mac wasn’t going to have it any other way either.”


Ten days after the accident, Dartmouth began spring practice. Even then, very few people at Dartmouth knew exactly how seriously he had been hurt. Tim Murphy did know how serious the injuries to his friend had been.


“I don’t see any way he can ever coach again,” he said, one morning sitting in his office. “But if anyone is strong enough to come back from something like this, it’s Buddy. I’m just not sure that anybody is that strong.”


Teevens was moved first from the Mayo Clinic in Jacksonville to a hospital in Atlanta that specialized in dealing with severe spinal injuries and then, eventually, to a similar hospital in Boston, if only to make things easier for his family—Boston being two hours away from Hanover, New Hampshire, where Dartmouth is located.


The Dartmouth football team remained in limbo. McCorkle and the rest of the staff, most of whom had been at Dartmouth working for Teevens for years, had no idea what would happen if Teevens could not return.


Deep down, the players knew that Coach T wasn’t coming back.


“It was one of those things where the lack of information was a pretty clear hint,” said Grayson O’Bara, a wide receiver who had almost died in an ATV accident (he was a passenger) while in high school. “If it had been less serious, they probably would have given us more details. As it was, it was pretty frustrating.”


All of that left the entire team in a state of uncertainty, including the coaches. McCorkle stayed in his office, more as a symbolic gesture than anything else. In fact, even after Teevens’s death, he remained in his small assistant coach’s office.


“I wouldn’t feel right in there,” he said just before the season started. “That’s Buddy’s office. I’m here in this office because he brought me here eighteen years ago and I’m just fine with that.”


The Ivy League doesn’t get very much media coverage except when tragedy strikes or when Yale plays Harvard. Most who cover the league regularly are bloggers or those who work for student newspapers. That’s why the Ivy League’s preseason poll consisted of only sixteen voters. If there had been eighty voters, the results probably would have been the same.


Yale, the defending champion, returned many key players, most notably quarterback Nolan Grooms, who had been the Ivy League Offensive Player of the Year, as a junior. Princeton, which had finished tied for second (and also returned its starting quarterback), was picked second; Penn was picked third; Harvard fourth; Columbia fifth; Dartmouth sixth; Cornell seventh; and Brown eighth.


The Eli got thirteen of the sixteen first-place votes. Princeton got one, Harvard got one, and Columbia got one.


The bottom five teams in the poll all took being picked that low personally.


“It was a chip-on-the-shoulder type of thing,” Tim Murphy said. “We were never picked below third, usually first or second. We’d had a down year for us in 2022 [6–4, 4–3 in conference play], but we knew we were going to be better than that. It gave us a little bit of a rallying cry going into the season.”


The same was true for every team picked in the second division. “We’re thinking about winning the conference—as in finishing first,” said Brown’s star wide receiver, Wes Rockett. “We were close in every game last season. This season we want to take the next step and finish those close games.”


In Dartmouth’s locker room, you often heard the word “sixth!” As in, “They picked us sixth! No way!”


All eight teams honestly believed they had a chance to win a championship. “You know every game is going to be close, you just take it for granted,” said Princeton quarterback Blake Stenstrom. “Last year we were one play—ONE play—from tying for the conference title. That’s the way we assume it will be this year—every week. One play in the fourth quarter.”


The league had ended 2022 with as experienced a group of head coaches as anywhere in the country. Murphy led the way having coached twenty-eight years at Harvard; his pal Teevens was next with twenty-two seasons in two stints at Dartmouth; Al Bagnoli had been in the league for thirty years—twenty-three at Penn and seven at Columbia; Princeton’s Bob Surace had been the head coach for twelve seasons; Tony Reno had been at Yale for ten years; Dave Archer had been Cornell’s coach for nine years; Ray Priore had succeeded Bagnoli and had led Penn for seven years and had been at the school since 1987. The “rookie” in the group was Brown’s James Perry, who had coached three years.


Four of the eight coaches were at their alma maters: Teevens, Surace, Archer, and Perry.


In a different sense, you could have called them “The Ancient Eight.”


They all knew one another and some (notably Teevens and Murphy) were friends. The most successful ones had had opportunities to leave for bigger, better-paying jobs. The only one who had left at any point was Teevens, who had been the coach at Tulane and Stanford in the 1990s before returning to Dartmouth for good in 2005.


By the start of the 2023 season, there were two new head coaches, although neither had been named head coach. Sammy McCorkle had been an assistant at Dartmouth under Teevens since 2005. He was named acting coach and then interim coach after Teevens’s bicycle accident.


Mark Fabish had been recruited by Al Bagnoli to play at Penn and had been an assistant coach under him there after graduating. He had moved with Bagnoli to Columbia in 2015 and was named head coach on August 4, 2023, after Bagnoli decided to retire following a heart procedure in the spring.


“I just don’t feel like I have the energy to go through ten- to twelve-hour days for fourteen weeks (preseason practice and the season) without a day off with the enthusiasm I need to do the job right,” he said at the time. “I’m seventy. I think it’s time.”


Neither Fabish nor McCorkle had ever been a head coach, but they brought plenty of experience at their schools to their new jobs. McCorkle was fifty, Fabish forty-nine. Each walked into a difficult situation: McCorkle was taking over in the wake of a tragedy; Fabish had exactly six weeks from the day he was named until opening day. Plus, both were carrying “interim” tags, meaning neither they nor their staffs nor their players knew what the future held.


“It’s certainly not easy,” Fabish said, standing on the field before Columbia’s opening game at Lafayette, “but I have to look at it as an opportunity. It’s up to me to take advantage of the opportunity. It’s up to all of us.”


There was one other coach whose future was in doubt—and he knew it. Dave Archer was about as purely a Cornell man as anyone alive. He had grown up in nearby Endicott, New York, and had turned down a chance to play for Harvard to go to Cornell. He was a three-year starter on the offensive line and captain of the team in 2005—a year in which the Big Red went 6–4, a rare winning record.


He had taught and coached at Fairleigh Dickinson for one year, before Coach Jim Knowles brought him back in 2007 as an assistant. Six seasons later, he’d been named the head coach at the age of thirty, making him the youngest head coach in the country at the time.


There was no doubting that Archer had put heart and soul into turning Cornell around. Like Columbia, the Big Red had always struggled in Ivy League play. It had shared the Ivy League title on three occasions: 1971 (when Ed Marinaro, eventual NFL player and television actor, was the team’s star), 1988, and 1991. It’s last winning season had been 2005—Archer’s senior year.


Now though, with quarterback Jameson Wang—who Archer thought had the potential to be the Ivy League Player of the Year—and with a number of key players returning from a team that had finished 5–5, Archer’s first nonlosing record, there was reason to believe the Big Red could compete with anyone in the league.


Wins over Dartmouth and Brown the year before and close losses to Harvard and Penn had given everybody hope.


“We were close last year,” Wang said. “Closer than people outside the program really know. This year though we don’t want to be close, we want to take the next step and that means competing for an Ivy League title.”


All eight teams arrived at opening day, two weeks after most college teams had started their twelve-game seasons, believing this could be—would be—their year.


“I can’t wait to get started,” Murphy said. “And I’ve been a head coach for thirty-eight years.”


Or, as Columbia’s Mason Tomlin (son of Steelers coach Mike) said after making the tackle on the opening kickoff against Lafayette, “Playing this game never gets old.”















Chapter Two



THE 2023 IVY LEAGUE FOOTBALL season officially/unofficially began at 6:00 p.m. on March 24 when the University of Pennsylvania held its first practice of the spring.


The Ivy League is part of the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS), which is the second highest level of college football—higher than Division 2 and Division 3 and below the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS), which is where the superrich teams like Alabama, Georgia, Michigan, and Notre Dame play.


While the FBS teams are allowed fifteen spring practice days, the Ivy League allows only twelve. Until 1992, spring practice in the Ivy League consisted of one day, which was known as “media day,” and had very little to do with any actual practice.


“Basically it was a day to get together, talk to the media, and then have a cookout,” said Princeton coach Bob Surace, who played center at Princeton from 1986 to 1989 and became the Tigers’ coach in 2010. “There really wasn’t much point in trying to do anything else when you only had one day.”


Now, the twelve days of spring are carefully mapped out because the coaches must work around the players’ academic schedules. That’s why they start on different days—and end on different days. In 2023, Penn was the first team to start. For the fun of it—nothing more—the first practice, which was on a Friday, was dubbed “Friday Night Lights” by coach Ray Priore, an homage to the famous book about high school football and to the fact that six conference games during the season were to be televised by ESPNU on Fridays, giving the players a chance to play on national television.


Harvard-Yale, the biggest game of the season in the league, regardless of standings, is always televised by one of ESPN’s channels on the Saturday before Thanksgiving—the last weekend of the ten-game Ivy League season.


The Ivy League only played nine games each season—seven conference games and two nonconference games—until 1977 when a tenth nonconference game was added. All ten games are played over a stretch of ten straight weeks. Power schools generally have at least two bye weeks to rest and heal injuries. In fact, in 2023 Navy played its first game on August 26, three weeks before the Ivies opened play, and its final game (against Army) on December 9, three weeks after the Ivy League finales.


“It goes fast, but it’s also exhausting,” Cornell quarterback Jameson Wang said. “One minute you’re preparing for game one, the next you’re shaking hands after the last game of the season. That’s usually when you notice that your whole body aches.”


There’s a saying in football—at every level—that players must understand the difference between being hurt and being injured. If you’re hurt, you keep playing. Only if you have a real injury do you stop playing. Occasionally you even keep playing injured.


In the penultimate game of the 2023 season, Penn defensive end Joey Slackman tore a tendon in his arm late in the Quakers’ game against Harvard. The team doctor examined the arm and told Slackman he was going to need surgery. His senior season was over.


A few minutes later, the game went into overtime. Slackman told the doctor he was going back into the game. “It was a complete tear,” he said. “I couldn’t tear it any more.”


Slackman not only returned, but he made a goal line tackle to stretch the game into a third overtime. Harvard won 25–23 on a two-point play dubbed “Crimson Special,” a copy of the Philadelphia Eagles’ famous “Philly Special” (a play involving a snap to the running back, rather than to the quarterback, a pitch to the tight end, then a pass to the quarterback) that had helped the Eagles win Super Bowl LII against the New England Patriots.


“It was heartbreaking,” Slackman said. “But I went out the way I wanted to—playing with something to play for—not standing on the sideline feeling helpless.”


Slackman was a remarkable story, having come to Penn as a wrestler who walked on to the football team and was a team captain by his senior year. He wasn’t that unusual among Ivy League players in that he improved every year after not being a starter for his first year or two.


Yale had won the Ivy League title in 2022 with a record of 6–1 in conference play, meaning it finished one game ahead of Princeton and Penn. The biggest surprise of that season was the Dartmouth Big Green, which had finished 9–1 in 2018, 2019, and 2021—there was no Ivy League football season due to COVID in 2020—and perennially challenged for first place.


But in 2022, the Big Green had finished 2–5 in conference play and 3–7 overall. It was the second time since 2010 that Dartmouth had finished below .500 overall and just the second time it had finished lower than third in the conference.


“I think all of us, players and coaches, began to take things a little bit for granted,” said Sammy McCorkle early in spring practice. “Buddy put a major emphasis on that once our season was over. Once, there was a margin for error in some games in the Ivy League, but that’s not true anymore. No game is a walkover. All you have to do is look at the standings every year to know that’s true.”


The biggest reason for that change was Columbia, which had been the league doormat forever. The league had been officially formed in 1956 and Columbia had won the football championship in 1961 for the first and only time.


Between that first official season and 2014, Columbia had four winning seasons and won more than six games twice. During one torturous stretch in the 1980s, the Lions lost forty-four games in a row—a record for futility that still stands. There were three winless seasons and a 1–9 season under three different coaches during that stretch.


Ray Tellier took over in 1989 and actually managed two winning seasons, including going 8–2 in 1996. He lasted twelve seasons in all, going 1–9 in 2002—far more normal for Columbia than the remarkable 8–2. The next three coaches—Bob Shoop, Norries Wilson, and Pete Mangurian—went a combined 27–93, with the 2005 team under Wilson producing a 5–5 record, the only nonlosing season in twelve years. The Lions were 0–10 during Mangurian’s last two seasons.


All of which led, strangely enough, to Eldo Bagnoli, better known as Al, changing the culture at Columbia and for the entire league.


“Al made Columbia consistently competitive,” Tim Murphy said. “Once, if you lost to Columbia, you thought something was seriously wrong. That stopped being the case once Al got there.”


Bagnoli, who was born in Italy before his parents immigrated to Connecticut when he was four years old, had been an undersized defensive back at Central Connecticut State who knew that coaching was what he wanted to do when he graduated in 1975. He became a graduate assistant at the University of Albany and was soon promoted to defensive coordinator.
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