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INTRODUCTION

A Season to Remember

THE CROWD DINING ON CHICKEN and roast beef in the Paul Bryant Conference Center thundered its applause as Nick Saban walked to the podium. It was October 9, 2015, one of those busy fall Fridays in Tuscaloosa. Outside, the campus buzzed with anticipation of the big homecoming football clash with Arkansas the next day.

Saban began his remarks by welcoming these hundreds of Nick at Noon luncheon attendees to homecoming weekend and, as always, thanked them for their support. Yet, clearly something else was on his mind, something that apparently had been bothering him for six days now, and he couldn’t let it go.

Anyone who knows anything about Saban understands the man is a perfectionist on and off a football field, but it is in moments like this, during these kinds of speeches that have become routine for him, that he offers a public glimpse into a legendary obsession with every detail and every aspect of Alabama’s program.

This was, after all, a day to talk about the next opponent, the big, bruising Razorbacks, who were coming to town bent on finally taking down an Alabama team for the first time since Saban’s arrival as the Crimson Tide’s coach in 2007. But first, the coach chose to make a point about last week’s game with the Georgia Bulldogs over in Athens.

Specifically, Saban wanted to talk about the last few seconds of the third quarter against Georgia, a proud team that had the unenviable distinction of being the first opponent in six years to open as a favorite against Alabama. Not that it mattered. The Crimson Tide ultimately would win by 28 points in a driving rainstorm.

Saban, however, wasn’t concerned with the scoreboard. He was focused on those waning seconds of the third quarter, or, more exactly, the ten seconds it took Georgia’s star running back Nick Chubb to sprint through a gap and race 83 yards for a touchdown, untouched. Chubb’s run did little more than cut Alabama’s 38-3 lead to 38-10. It meant nothing in the final outcome and couldn’t erase the humiliation dealt the Bulldogs in their own stadium.

Nevertheless, for Alabama, a defensive-minded team that had shut down Chubb the entire game up to that point, the lapse was egregious, simply not acceptable in a game the Crimson Tide owned from the second quarter. And for their coach, the man responsible for this unflinching domination, it was a cut to the heart.

“The key word here is focus,” Saban said, slowly building his nearly week-old case. “If you don’t have mental intensity in preparation, and every play in the game and in every game you play throughout the season, it’s amazing how things can go from good to bad very quickly.

“This is one of the biggest challenges we have with young players. The players that we coach in college,” he continued. “It’s the culture of young people that we’re trying to deal with, to get them to focus all the time. There was a great example in the game last week. We had stopped their run.”

Saban looked out over the crowd, as if measuring their X’s and O’s football knowledge, and pressed on.

“Chubb had like 35 yards in rushing, or whatever, and (then came) one play, which we defended at least five times correctly in the game, which was just a zone dive play,” Saban said. “Backer’s got the A gap, safety’s gonna come down and take the B gap. … And the safety comes down to the B gap, and the linebacker jumps over to the B gap. So we got two guys in the B gap and nobody in the A gap, and the ball spits and it spits so fast that the rest of the secondary could not converge on it. So one play, one player, lack of focus in terms of what he was supposed to do, and you go from a dominating defensive performance to an 83-yard touchdown and nobody touched the guy.”

Focus.

It was not just a word heard by this audience paying a relatively modest $60 a plate at one of Saban’s weekly fall luncheons. It was at the core of every drill, every workout, every practice, every meeting going forward during the 2015 season.

Ultimately, it would be the reason Saban and his team would dispatch Arkansas for the ninth consecutive time the next day, and three months later win a 45-40 thriller for the ages against Clemson in Glendale, Arizona, to claim Alabama’s fourth national championship in seven years.

Saban would say repeatedly, both before and after the championship game, that this team was special, that it earned its way back to the top of college football by choosing to refocus and recommit after a shocking early-season home loss to Ole Miss. That had been a sloppy, turnover-filled game that led many national analysts to question whether Alabama’s dynasty was over. Saban would use it as motivation, famously asserting that the media “had us dead and buried and gone. Gone.”

En route to the championship, Alabama reeled off 12 consecutive victories following the Ole Miss game, including a 29-15 Southeastern Conference championship win over Florida, a 38-0 rout over Michigan State in the Cotton Bowl—which served as a College Football Playoff semifinal at AT&T Stadium in Arlington, Texas—and the victory over Clemson after a dramatic and wild back-and-forth clash at University of Phoenix Stadium. The fact that Alabama was able to secure the Clemson win following a gutsy—and successful—onside kick with the score tied, 24-24, in the fourth quarter underscored a simple fact: no program and coach could win four national titles in seven years without being prepared to step out of their comfort zone and do the unexpected with a game on the line.

For Alabama, that meant trying to dull the momentum of Clemson’s outstanding quarterback, Deshaun Watson, by keeping the ball away from him. The surprise onside kick, called after Clemson lined up in a receiving formation that left a gap open on one side, was executed to perfection by Alabama’s Adam Griffith, who popped the ball up toward the sideline. The Tide’s Marlon Humphrey caught it over his shoulder near midfield, and Alabama not only maintained possession, but dramatically changed the game. Two plays later, Bama quarterback Jake Coker threw a 51-yard touchdown strike to a wide-open O.J. Howard, and the Crimson Tide took a 31-24 lead that it would never relinquish.

“We were tired on defense and weren’t doing a great job of getting them stopped, and I felt like if we didn’t do something or take a chance to change the momentum of the game that we wouldn’t have a chance to win,” Saban said.

Almost as unexpected as the onside kick was the emergence of a new star in the game: Howard. A big tight end at 6-foot-6 and 242 pounds, Howard possessed deceptive speed but had seldom been used on downfield throws. In fact, he caught his first touchdown pass of the season in the national championship game, a 53-yarder from Coker, followed by the 51-yard TD after that onside kick. Overall, he scorched Clemson for 208 yards receiving. His play, which earned him the Offensive Player of the Game trophy, overshadowed another impressive performance from Derrick Henry, the supersized running back who shattered the SEC rushing record with 2,219 yards and 28 touchdowns en route to the program’s second-ever Heisman Trophy. Henry finished his college career with 158 yards and three touchdowns in the title game, his tenth 100-plus-yard game of the season.

Still, for all the four- and-five-star recruiting talent on Alabama’s roster, for all the depth that most teams could never build, and for all the coaching talent on the sideline, the 2015 championship season came down to a team that reacted to adversity by pulling together instead of falling apart, and sacrificing their own egos during a magical run.

On January 12, 2016, a day after winning the championship, Saban reflected on the unity of his team.

“I didn’t see one guy in the locker room after the game who was celebrating anything but a team win,” he said. “I didn’t see one guy pouting about ‘I didn’t get the ball enough.’ I didn’t see one guy pouting about ‘how many yards I gained.’ I didn’t see one guy pouting about ‘how much I got to play.’ I didn’t see that. I saw a bunch of happy guys based on what they were able to accomplish together as a group. … I think all the players are happy and proud for what the team was able to achieve and how they contributed to it over a long period of time; not just one game, 15 games.”

It had started in Dallas. This long grind to a national championship.


CHAPTER ONE

The Opener in Texas


Alabama 35, Wisconsin 17

September 5, 2015

AT&T Stadium/Arlington, Texas



THE DYNASTY. WAS IT OVER?

Alabama entered the 2015 college football season ranked No. 3 in preseason polls, and for any other team that would have been a lofty start. After all, this was a team that for the second consecutive year would be breaking in a new quarterback and had lost key players to the NFL—among them the nation’s top receiver (Amari Cooper) and the team’s leading tackler (safety Landon Collins).

Add to that the fact the Crimson Tide began 2015 with a devastating New Year’s Day loss in the Sugar Bowl to Ohio State in the semifinal round of the first-ever College Football Playoff, and analysts could be excused for dampening expectations.

Even so, this was Alabama, which had won three national championships in the previous six seasons. Crimson Tide fans, at least, expected no less than a return to the playoffs.

If this team was to meet those expectations, it would have to first win at a place that would later host one of this season’s CFB Playoff semifinals: AT&T Stadium in Arlington, Texas. Home to the Dallas Cowboys. It was, however, familiar turf to Alabama. The Crimson Tide had opened its 2012 season here, defeating Michigan, 41-14, en route to a national championship season that ended with a blowout of Notre Dame in the Bowl Championship Series title game.

This time, the opponent would be another Big 10 power, Wisconsin, a team aiming to win a second consecutive game against a Southeastern Conference opponent. Back on New Year’s Day, the Badgers had defeated Auburn, 34-31, in overtime of the Outback Bowl.

But these were not the same teams: Wisconsin, like Alabama, had lost key players to graduation and the NFL, including All-American running back Melvin Gordon, the 2014 Heisman Trophy runner-up. The Badgers also had a new coach, Paul Chryst, with a big challenge on his hands in his first game.

If Chryst and Wisconsin were feeling the pressure, the intensity was ramped up, as well, for Alabama. While the Badgers returned a veteran quarterback, Joel Stave, making his 29th start, Alabama had not yet named a starter to replace the departed Blake Sims. Nick Saban had quietly decided that two quarterbacks, Jake Coker and Cooper Bateman, would share playing time. Coker, however, would get this start.

“I made the decision on Thursday, not that it matters, to play both guys in the game,” Saban disclosed later. “I told both guys we’re not naming a starter. We’re naming who’s going to start in the game. ‘Both of you guys have done extremely well throughout the course of fall camp. Both deserve an opportunity to play in the game.’”

On an opening Saturday that featured few major matchups nationally, the Alabama-Wisconsin game was a marquee game, and both teams would benefit from having started with tough opponents.

For Alabama’s Derrick Henry, who had patiently waited his turn to become the Crimson Tide’s featured back, the game would be an important national stage for a potential Heisman run, though he was listed nowhere among the favorites when the two teams kicked off on the field beneath AT&T Stadium’s iconic, massive high-definition video screen.

Henry, at 6-foot-3, 242 pounds, wasted little time in making his presence known. Facing fourth-and-1 at Wisconsin’s 37-yard line with 6:01 left in the first quarter, he took a handoff from Coker, burst through the line, and ran untouched to the end zone, exhibiting the kind of speed for such a large running back that would later propel him to the Heisman Trophy. But on this night it was simply a signal to opposing defenses: Henry would be a challenge to stop, especially if given a running start.

The touchdown gave Alabama a 7-0 lead, and the Crimson Tide would never trail. Henry finished with 147 yards on just 13 carries, and three touchdowns, in a dominant 35-17 victory. Alabama’s defense did its part, as well, holding the Badgers to just 40 yards rushing.

“I think he’s a fabulous player,” Saban said, referring to Henry after the game. “He usually plays better as the game goes on, in terms of a workhorse-type guy. It was good to see him make some good runs out there. We think the guy can be a fantastic player for us.”

Henry’s performance was not a surprise—he had led the team in rushing during the 2014 season with 990 yards and 11 touchdowns, while sharing carries with starter T.J. Yeldon. But much of the attention before, during, and after this 2015 opener against Wisconsin focused on the two Crimson Tide quarterbacks competing for the starting job.

Coker, a Florida State transfer and fifth-year senior, who had first lost a quarterback competition with FSU’s Jameis Winston and then with Alabama’s Blake Sims, finally got his chance to lead an offense. He made the most of it, completing 15 of 21 passes for 213 yards and a touchdown. And more important, he made no major mistakes.

“I thought he did a nice job,” Saban said. “I thought he was accurate with the ball. He didn’t make any poor decisions. He didn’t put the ball into coverage anywhere. He did a nice job of executing what we wanted him to do. So it created balance for us in our offense, and that was really good.”

As if to defend even Coker’s incompletions, Saban noted that most of them were “long balls that we had a chance on.”

The Tide’s other quarterback, Cooper Bateman, a redshirt sophomore from Salt Lake City, Utah, entered the game in the second half, going 7-for-8 passing with 51 yards and no touchdowns.

“Cooper got an opportunity and I thought he did fine, as well,” Saban said.

Coker and Bateman spread the ball around judiciously, taking what the defense gave them. Alabama wide receiver Robert Foster led all receivers with four receptions for 50 yards, followed by running back Kenyan Drake’s two catches for 48 yards, and ArDarius Stewart with four catches for 44 yards. Other receivers, including Richard Mullaney, a transfer from Oregon State, tight end O.J. Howard, and freshman Calvin Ridley, also contributed. The receiving-by-committee approach was interesting because, as events would later show, it would be Ridley who would emerge as the team’s star receiver, and Howard who would ultimately grab the spotlight in the national championship game months later.

“We think O.J. Howard’s a really good player who can make plays down the field,” Saban said. “He’s a mismatch guy. We probably need to do a little better job of getting him the ball more. And I think we will. He’s had a great camp.”

Overall, Alabama finished with 502 total yards to just 268 for the Badgers, most of Wisconsin’s coming from Joel Stave’s 228-yard, two-touchdown passing performance. Stave and his team continued to battle until Alabama safety Eddie Johnson picked off a pass with a minute left in the game and returned it 41 yards, effectively ending the game.

Substituting regularly during the second half, Saban said he was “not particularly pleased” with his second- and-third-team players’ performances.

“We wanted to play a lot of players,” he said. “They left their good players in, and I didn’t think our guys played with the kind of poise and competitive character that is our standard and our expectation. But they’ll certainly learn from that and will get better and improve.”

Despite whatever problems Alabama’s backups faced in the game, one thing was clear: this was just the beginning for what would become a stifling Alabama defense with stars like A’Shawn Robinson, Reggie Ragland, Jarran Reed, Jonathan Allen, Denzel Devall, Tim Williams, Cyrus Jones, Eddie Jackson, and freshman sensation Minkah Fitzpatrick, among others.

“We kind of dominated the line of scrimmage,” Saban said. “We were able to stop their run. I thought we played real well defensively. Didn’t get the turnovers like we wanted. Didn’t always get off the field, like on third down like we wanted, but the guys really competed, and played hard.”

Said Wisconsin coach Paul Chryst: “Certainly, hat’s off to a very talented and well-coached Alabama team. They made more plays and were the better team tonight.”

No sooner had the game ended than reporters were asking Saban if Coker would get the start the following week in the Tide’s home opener against Middle Tennessee State.

“We don’t have a plan yet,” he said. “We have a 24-hour rule. We just won a big game against a good team. And I’m really proud of the way our guys came here and competed in the game.”


CHAPTER TWO

Respecting the Opponent


Alabama 37, Middle Tennessee State 10

September 12, 2015

Bryant-Denny Stadium/Tuscaloosa



ALABAMA, NOW RANKED NO. 2 in the Associated Press and Coaches polls, returned home from the season opener against Wisconsin to a far less anticipated contest with Conference USA’s Middle Tennessee State. This was one of those weeks that was ripe for a classic lecture from coach Nick Saban to reporters about respecting the opponent and playing to a high standard, no matter the competition.

The stage was set: Alabama was a 36-point favorite against the Blue Raiders, which had destroyed a Division 1 opponent, Jackson State, 70-14, the previous week. It didn’t take long for the Crimson Tide coach, and the media who regularly cover the team, to deliver one of the more entertaining news conferences of the season.

It was Monday, September 7, and here it was: a reporter seemed to suggest, with his question, that perhaps the Alabama coaches should use the opportunity against a lesser opponent to ramp up the in-game competition between Tide quarterbacks Jake Coker and Cooper Bateman.

Saban shot back.

“Everybody’s got good football players and everybody needs to respect the opponent,” Saban said, his voice and frustration level clearly rising. “I don’t care if we’re favored in a game or not favored in a game. The most important thing for our players is to focus on what they need to do to play their best. We took one step up on the climb, and we need to improve significantly. So we’re approaching this game like it’s the most important game of the season for us because it’s the next game. And it’s the next opportunity for us to try and get better.

“So we’re not trying to create anything based on who we’re playing, because we respect who we’re playing, and I suggest everybody else does, too,” he said. “I mean they just put 700 yards or something on a team, so we respect that. And we respect what they do. We respect their players and we respect their coaches. They go fast. It’s probably going to be a hot day. We’ve got lots of issues and a lot of problems to deal with just in creating the kind of performance we want to create without creating something else.”

Another question followed, but Saban couldn’t get past the last one, still fuming.

“I’m sorry, you need to ask me that again,” he said, his voice elevating. “I’m still on the last question because being able to concentrate on the right thing at the right time is critical to being successful. So what’s the right thing at the right time now? Improving our team.”

As the beginning of the game the following Saturday indicated, Saban’s frustration was justified. The Crimson Tide’s offense, behind Coker at quarterback, was lethargic in the first quarter. By the opening moments of the second quarter, Alabama held just a 7-3 lead, with two drives ending in punts, a failed fourth-down attempt, and a short touchdown drive made possible after a Middle Tennessee fumble. The Blue Raiders had nearly doubled Alabama’s yardage in the first quarter, 120 to 66.

“We just weren’t doing the little things right,” Alabama tight end O.J. Howard said after the game. “It starts with paying attention to detail. Everything we did was our fault. Sometimes we may miss a block. It’s things that we can fix, and that’s the most important thing.”

The fix started, actually, early in the second quarter. The Crimson Tide’s offense began to take control, beginning with a 75-yard touchdown drive set up by a 42-yard sideline pass from Coker to Howard, and a 2-yard touchdown run by Derrick Henry.

Later in the same quarter, running back Kenyan Drake took a shovel pass from Coker, raced to the corner following a key block from Henry, and sprinted 69 yards to the MTSU 2-yard line. Henry took it in from there on the next play, and the Crimson Tide found some breathing room at 21-3. Minutes later, Alabama’s Ronnie Harrison blocked a punt that bounced through MTSU’s end zone and out of bounds for a safety, extending the lead to 23-3 at halftime.

Whatever the Crimson Tide’s first-quarter woes against MTSU, they were nothing compared to what in-state rival Auburn faced at home 160 miles to the southeast in an shockingly-unexpected wire-to-wire battle with Football Championship Subdivision member Jacksonville State. The heavily favored Tigers had to score a late fourth-quarter touchdown to send the game into overtime and finally pulled out a 27-20 victory.

The close call at Auburn, ending just before kickoff of the Alabama-Middle Tennessee game, underscored Saban’s point earlier in the week that no opponent should be taken lightly.

Soon after the second half started in Tuscaloosa, MTSU coughed up its third fumble of the game, this one by receiver Ed’Marques Batties, and Alabama began the half with great field position at the Blue Raiders’ 29-yard line. The Middle Tennessee turnovers, four in all, including Cyrus Jones’s second-quarter interception of a Brent Stockstill pass, were eerily similar to what would happen to Alabama a week later against Ole Miss.

But for now, early in the third quarter, Alabama turned to its second quarterback, Cooper Bateman, to lead the offense. The Crimson Tide, however, was unable to move the ball and even lost three yards. Making matters worse, placekicker Adam Griffith missed his second field goal of the game, this one from 49 yards. It was his fourth failed field goal attempt of the young season, and overall Alabama was not looking like it was ready for a return to the college football playoffs.

But there would be plenty of time to worry about that.

For now, Alabama made the most of its next possession, scoring on a 14-yard pass from Bateman to Drake, and then later in the third quarter mounting a crushing 11-play, 97-yard drive, capped by Henry’s 28-yard touchdown run.

Leading, 37-3, midway through the fourth quarter, Bateman threw into double coverage downfield and paid for it: Middle Tennessee’s Jeremy Cutrer picked it off and took it back 77 yards the other way, to Alabama’s 20-yard line. Three plays later, the Blue Raiders scored on a 15-yard touchdown pass and salvaged some respect.

The final, at 37-10, was closer than expected by analysts, and the betting line at least, and left Alabama’s players with plenty to correct as the team faced its first SEC game of the season against a talented Ole Miss team the following week.

Still, it was another productive performance from Alabama’s offense, which gained 532 yards, and was led by Derrick Henry’s 96 yards and three touchdowns rushing. Both Alabama quarterbacks had respectable, but uninspiring, performances: Coker went 15 of 26 passing for 214 yards, a touchdown, and an interception, while Bateman was 11-17 with a touchdown and the fourth-quarter interception that set up an MTSU score.

After the game, Saban was clearly not satisfied with the overall effort.

“These teams that are all good enough to expose you if you don’t have the right focus and intensity on what you’re doing to go out there and execute and do the job and finish,” he said. “We obviously didn’t do a great job of getting that point across. I don’t think we finished like we need to. We didn’t finish the game like we want to.”

Overall, Saban concluded: “We really wanted to improve and play better this week than we played last week, and I’m not sure we accomplished that in all areas. There’s some areas that we did improve, but there’s many more things that we need to do a lot better.”

Regardless, it was a win, and there seemed little time to look back with Ole Miss on the horizon. The Crimson Tide had lost to the Rebels, 23-17, in Oxford in 2014. This time the meeting would be in Tuscaloosa, and the winner would take a step up in the all-important SEC West race.

Alabama center Ryan Kelly said revenge wasn’t a factor.

“They have a different team. We have a different team,” he said but added: “You don’t forget. I remember every single loss we ever had here.”

As an offense, he said: “We want to keep our defense off the field, just because they (Ole Miss) go so fast. Putting together long drives like that is huge for this offense.”


CHAPTER THREE

Disaster at Bryant-Denny


Ole Miss 43, Alabama 37

September 19, 2015

Bryant-Denny Stadium/Tuscaloosa



ONLY ONE TEAM—LSU—HAD BEEN ABLE to defeat Alabama in two consecutive years during Nick Saban’s nine seasons in Tuscaloosa, and there was no compelling reason to believe that Ole Miss would be able to accomplish the same rare feat.

It was surprising enough that Alabama, which owns a lopsided record against Ole Miss, had lost to the Rebels a year earlier in Oxford. But this was Bryant-Denny Stadium, where Ole Miss had not defeated Alabama since 1988. The No. 2-ranked Crimson Tide would be playing before a raucous home crowd of 101,821.

To be sure, the Rebels, with one of the SEC’s best quarterbacks in Chad Kelly and a fast-paced offense that could test Alabama’s outstanding front seven on defense, were legitimate contenders in the SEC West. The fact they had scored 76 and 73 points, respectively, in each of their first two games, albeit against far lesser, non-conference competition, did not go unnoticed by Alabama coaches, players, and their fans.

This would be a battle of two of the conference’s best teams, with major national implications. It was a good early test for both teams, and the winner would control their own destiny in the SEC, while the loser would need help from other teams down the road if they were to rebound and make it to the conference championship game in Atlanta.

Seconds after the opening kickoff, it became obvious that only one of the teams (Ole Miss) was ready to handle the enormous pressure of the moment. Alabama, as it would turn out, could not stop making mistakes. It turned the ball over five times before the night was over.
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