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“This is a remarkable must-read book—an absolute masterpiece. John Talty has written an instant classic, one that grabs you on the first page and holds you breathlessly until its conclusion. The book takes you deep into the secret vault of college football’s greatest coach with never-revealed stories and piercing analysis. Talty was already considered one of the sport’s finest commentators and with this, he has cemented his legacy.”


—Paul Finebaum, ESPN commentator and radio host


“John Talty peels back the curtain on the greatest college football coach in the sport’s history, giving us the rare inside look at Nick Saban’s personality, tactics, and motivations. His book digs deep on a man few know well, offering an insightful, exciting, and revealing read, all in an effort to answer the mystery: How’s he done it?”


—Ross Dellenger, Sports Illustrated national college football writer
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—Joe Calloway, author of Be the Best at What Matters Most


“I would recommend this book for everyone from Fortune 500 CEOs to my children, as they grow into leadership roles. John Talty’s writing is so easy to read and accessible to all that anyone would benefit from reading this book.”
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“John Talty has captured the key takeaways of Nick Saban’s leadership excellence, and what he presents works—IF YOU DO IT. Get this book for everyone on your leadership team. Go through it together, hold each other accountable, and exponentially grow your organization. Success leaves clues. Learn from Saban and Talty.”
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Introduction



As Nick Saban raised the championship trophy above his head with confetti falling around him in Hard Rock Stadium, it solidified what many already knew to be true: he was college football’s greatest coach ever.


His Alabama team easily defeated Ohio State on January 11, 2021, for his seventh national championship—his sixth while at Alabama—surpassing legendary Alabama coach Paul “Bear” Bryant for the most in the sport’s history. Only moments after the game ended, there were already declarations that the 2020 Alabama team was the greatest in college football history.


That team highlighted so much of what makes Saban the greatest coach ever. The win over Ohio State showcased Saban’s evolution as a coach, his refusal to accept complacency amid tremendous success, and his unmatched track record of hiring staff and recruiting players. Navigating Alabama to a national championship amid a global pandemic with daily coronavirus testing and “bubble” living required Saban’s best coaching leadership yet.


It marked the culmination of a decades-long journey from an undersized football player in West Virginia whose father owned a local gas station to college football’s highest-paid and most prominent coach. Nick Saban Sr. passed away when he was only forty-six years old—Nick Jr. was in college at the time—but his lessons and way of living carry the Alabama coach to this day. Growing up in a West Virginia mining town, Saban was taught that hard work was the only way to make it, and there were no shortcuts to success. Nick Sr. would tell his son, “If you don’t have the time to do it right, where do you find the time to do it over? Because it’s going to be done right.” He learned that lesson over and over again when servicing cars at his dad’s gas station as a teenager, lamenting when dark-colored cars came in, knowing his dad would make him wipe them down over and over again until there weren’t any streaks left.


Big Nick, as he was known, was a tough, hardworking man who demanded perfection from his son in every aspect of his life. He loved his son but wasn’t one to dole out praise easily. He was the type of parent who would point out his son’s four turnovers after he led his basketball team to a win with 30 points. In his book, How Good Do You Want to Be?, Saban wrote that his father took him to the mines to send a message after he got a D in his eighth-grade music class. “When we reached the bottom, he turned to me, his face glowing red in the deep black. Is this what you want? You want to work down here the rest of your life? It scared me straight.” His influence left a deep impression on a young Nick Saban, and set him on the path to always strive for more and never let success knock him off it.


“His father made him do things that on the outside looking in almost look like were too strong for a kid to have to do,” says Darren Anderson, a member of the first team Saban led as head coach. “But it created a person who will never relent.”


And that’s who Saban is. He’s a hard-charging leader who has never been satisfied with his personal success and has never stopped pushing his organizations to strive for more. The mentality his father instilled in him at an early age never went away as he became more famous and successful over his career.


In this book, we’ll examine how that relentless attitude powered Saban’s climb to college football’s mountaintop and, most impressively, how he stayed atop it. It’s not a biography but rather a leadership and business case study on the most successful coach and most successful college football program in history. It draws from hundreds of hours of interviews with Saban’s former players, coaches, friends, rivals, and others who have come into his orbit over the years to offer never-before-heard stories that provide a window into Saban’s success and a blueprint for how his approach can work in organizations everywhere. It examines how he finds and acquires the best players, what he looks for in the hiring process, his attention-to-detail preparations, and how he’s been able to steer his organization clear of complacency amid tremendous success, among many other lessons.


It started in Fairmont, West Virginia, on Halloween 1951, when Nicholas Lou Saban Jr. entered this world. Many years later, Saban joked that his mother was still wondering whether she got a trick or a treat with him. As an adolescent, he played for his father’s Pop Warner team, where he got early lessons about conditioning, getting what you demand, and the need for a relentless drive. His father was a demanding youth coach—more demanding than even Nick would be as a college coach—but the results spoke for themselves: the Idamay Black Diamonds had a thirty-nine-game winning streak at one point.


He played quarterback for Monongah High School and became known for getting the absolute most out of his abilities as the heady leader of the team. He wanted to play college football for his home school, West Virginia University, but when the school wasn’t interested in a 5-foot-8 player with limited athleticism, he had to look elsewhere. He earned a scholarship offer to Kent State where he’d learn at the hand of Don James, a man who changed his life and became one of the most impactful mentors of his career. At Kent State, Saban switched to defensive back, a position he fell in love with, and became one of the leaders on a defense that included future NFL Hall of Fame linebacker Jack Lambert. “Nick was a hard worker, dedicated,” says former teammate Gary Pinkel. “Really good player.” When Saban’s playing career at Kent State was over, James convinced him to spend a year as a defensive graduate assistant (GA). He had planned to go into the car business, but with his wife, Terry, needing to complete one more year of school, he accepted James’ offer to get into the coaching business. He never looked back.


He became a coaching nomad, bouncing around from job to job every few years. After two years as a GA and two years as a linebackers coach at Kent State, he jumped to Syracuse to become Frank Maloney’s outside linebackers coach. From there, an ambitious Saban returned home to coach at West Virginia for two years, then jumped to Ohio State for two seasons and then one at Navy. He slowed his job-jumping ways when he landed at Michigan State, enjoying the chance to learn program-building and defensive strategies under George Perles, a Chuck Noll disciple. While at Michigan State, he pursued the head coaching job at his alma mater but lost out to Dick Crum, a decision that crushed Saban. Kent State picked Crum over Saban not because the young Michigan State assistant wasn’t good enough, but because the school’s leaders believed the experienced Crum was less likely to screw up, according to Glen Mason, who preceded Crum at Kent State and personally recommended Saban for the job. That shortsighted decision-making stuck with Saban and informed later moves he made. He left Michigan State for the NFL, a world he’d return to multiple times, joining the Houston Oilers as Jerry Glanville’s defensive backs coach.


After seventeen years as an assistant, he got his first head coaching opportunity at Toledo in 1989. His career really took off then as he became a coach worthy of a book like this. Four years with Bill Belichick in Cleveland. Five seasons as Michigan State’s head coach. Five more at Louisiana State, where he won his first national championship. A two-year pit stop in the NFL as the Miami Dolphins’ head coach and then back to college football, where he’s reigned ever since. At Alabama, he’s racked up nearly two hundred wins, six national championships, and put countless players into the NFL. After winning the 2021 national championship, Saban had so thoroughly dominated college football that USA Today had a story with the headline, “Alabama Is a College Football Monopoly. Is It Time to Break it Up?” which included suggestions on how to slow down the Tide dynasty. Saban left no doubt he was college football’s greatest coach ever.


As a reporter and editor, I’ve spent years working to understand what makes Saban tick. I could understand it took hard work and dedication to have the success he did at Alabama, but I wanted to know what powered it and sustained it. I wasn’t the only one searching for the recipe, either, as organizations collectively committed hundreds of millions of dollars hiring Saban’s disciples hoping they’d bring a little of his magic with him.


I’ve covered Alabama national title victories and Alabama national title losses. I was there when national sportswriters declared the Alabama dynasty over, and when those same writers declared Saban the greatest ever. I’ve seen Saban laugh, yell, and cry. I’ve been witness to famous Saban rants. Over the years, I’ve talked to hundreds of people who know Saban.


I poured all that knowledge into this book, which will give you the blueprint Saban has used to build college football’s greatest dynasty and truly one of the most successful organizations of the twenty-first century in any industry. But it’ll also show you the complexities of a man who is much more than just a football coach. He is a man who cares what people think of him but is still willing to make the hard, unpopular decisions. He can bristle as much at positive stories about himself—that’s rat poison—as he does of coverage that leans into the negative. He can be just as prone to yelling at an assistant coach during a game—in Saban’s lexicon he calls those “ass chewings”—as he is to call in a job recommendation for a player who played for him twenty years ago.


Nick Saban can be abrasive and he can be charming. He can be gruff and he can be funny. He can be rude and he can be generous. He is a real human being, a man with strengths and weaknesses like the rest of us. This book isn’t here to paint Saban as a perfect leader, because there’s no such thing.


What he is, though, is an incredibly successful leader, and he didn’t achieve that through luck or happenstance. He has developed a clear-eyed strategy to building and maintaining a successful organization that he’s used to achieve unprecedented accomplishments.


Want to know how college football’s greatest coach does it? It starts here.










CHAPTER 1



The Turnaround Artist


When a thirty-eight-year-old Nick Saban arrived at Toledo, it didn’t take long for everyone to realize he meant business.


Toledo introduced him as its new head coach on December 22, 1989—however, at the time, he wasn’t anything close to a known quantity. Players knew him only as some guy from the NFL.


His new team might not have known much about him when he walked in, but it quickly learned. When Saban addressed the group for the first time, there was no nervousness or long motivational speech about winning championships. It was short, to the point, and immediately established what his expectations were.


“Everybody sat up at attention,” says safety Tim Caffey. “It was like, ‘Whoa, this is different.’ This is going to be a different culture from what we just went through last year.”


Even as a young head coach, Saban knew what he wanted, and he wasn’t going to wait to inform his new organization of his intentions. Inheriting a team that went 6-5 the previous two years, he didn’t set up focus groups or waste months evaluating what did and didn’t work under the previous head coach. For Saban, certain things were nonnegotiable and needed to happen immediately to build the winning culture he desired.


It started with a winter conditioning program that would prove to be a key ingredient to Saban’s success throughout his career. Saban had a loyal lieutenant in strength and conditioning coach Ken Mannie, an energetic, high-powered coach who quickly made his presence felt. Mannie was like a pit bull who Saban let off his leash, barking at players and snarling at anyone who questioned his commands. He told the players he “pissed on all four corners of the building.” Saban directed Mannie to turn what they inherited into a disciplined, tough football team with the stamina to outlast opponents on the field. To have any hope of achieving that in the first year, the work had to begin right away.


It’s what Harvard Business School professor John Kotter calls instilling a “sense of urgency,” a key first step in successfully leading change within an organization. It is critical to establish early on why an organization must change and the steps to do so to get the necessary buy-in to enact said change in an expeditious fashion. Kotter identified eight key steps in leading change at an organization, many of which Saban enacted years before the professor’s best-selling book, Leading Change, came out in 1996. Kotter believes you have to:


1.Create a sense of urgency


2.Create a guiding coalition


3.Develop a vision and strategy


4.Communicate the change vision


5.Empower action


6.Generate short-term wins


7.Consolidate gains and empower more change


8.Anchor change in the culture


Before the first winter conditioning session, Saban was honest when he told his team, “This is going to be the hardest thing you ever do.” He was very clear in setting and communicating expectations from the beginning about what it would take to succeed under his leadership. Initially, the players were skeptical about that proclamation. The returning players had been through winter conditioning before and thought they knew what to expect. They thought it was just a new coach trying to talk a big game.


They were wrong.


“Man, it was hard,” says former linebacker Matt Eberflus. “The one thing that you recognized right away was you were going to move at his pace, and his pace was a championship pace. He was trying to toughen you up mentally as well as physically.”


Saban held everyone to the same high standard, too. Before that first conditioning session, Saban met with his new staff and assigned each coach a different drill to run. He turned to L.C. Cole, his running backs coach, and asked him whether he could handle the jump rope drill. Cole felt confident he could.


The next day, Toledo players were stumbling around and struggling to do even basic tasks, including Cole’s jump rope station. Saban, clad in a tie and blazer, walked around the basketball gym monitoring the sixteen stations and jotting down notes but saying very little. When the coaching staff met after the workout, Saban called out Cole for what he considered to be substandard jump rope techniques.


“L.C., what the hell are you doing?” Saban bellowed. “What is this, Suzy at the park? That ain’t good enough.”


He had similar critiques for the other coaches.


“He went around that whole table to every last coach and said, ‘This is the way we want it done, and I don’t want it done any other kind of way,’” Cole says. “So, in my mind, I said those jokers tomorrow are going to turn this rope. This rope is going to be turning.”


Saban intended to establish that everything players and coaches did was to be done to a certain standard from the very first day. He laid out in clear terms what that standard was and communicated it to everyone in the building. One of Saban’s favorite sayings is, “Mediocre people don’t like high achievers, and high achievers don’t like mediocre people.” Saban believes it is of critical importance that everyone holds the same high standards if the organization has any chance of being successful, and those who are unwilling to do so need to look for opportunities elsewhere. When he didn’t see it happening, he never hesitated to intervene and correct the behavior, as he did with Cole. Getting Cole wholly on board with his vision was important to getting his message reinforced with other members of the organization and to start building what Kotter calls a “guiding coalition” of other change agents. As you take over an organization, you need to identify and empower valuable allies who can carry out your change directives.


Not everyone embraced Saban’s style. He faced the same challenges any leader faces when taking over a new organization. Whether it’s football players or grocery store employees, when you inherit a group of people you didn’t choose, there can be some early tension and resistance to accepting the new direction, especially when it is challenging. At Toledo, Saban took over a team accustomed to doing things a certain way. They had experienced moderate success to that point and enjoyed some of the perks of being a football player on a college campus. Players went out on Thursday nights, not worried about how it would impact them for their workouts the following morning. That didn’t last under Saban.


“You didn’t want any alcohol coming out of your system because he set up four trash cans and one in the middle,” Caffey says. “He said, ‘Don’t ever throw up on my floor.’ It happened one time, and that was it. That killed that mentality of ‘I’m going to go out and kick it, and then work out.’”


Saban’s extreme enforced culture change had players “dropping like flies,” with six or seven players quitting the team before spring practice even started. Some of them were even players expected to have starting roles. Darren Anderson, a junior safety on the team, expected Saban to weed out the weak and then dial back the intensity once the team got settled. “But he pushes on the gas,” Anderson says, “and he doesn’t stop.”


As a first-time head coach, Saban had a clear plan on what he wanted to do, but he was still rough around the edges. He used language that wouldn’t exactly fly in a corporate boardroom. He was still trying to figure out the right buttons to push with his players, a process he’d work hard to perfect over the course of his career. He wanted to hold everyone to the same standard, but he’d learn later on there was a way to do that while still individualizing the system to best suit people with different needs and motivations. He struggled to understand why everyone didn’t have the same hard-charging motivation as he did, and was especially flummoxed when veteran players quit the team rather than put in the work. He battled hard with defensive lineman Dan Williams, the best player on the team and a future NFL first-round pick, threatening to kick him off the team multiple times when he didn’t listen to his coaches and put in the required effort.


Williams towered over his 5-foot-8 coach, but Saban let him know in no uncertain terms who was in charge. “He’d walk up on those big guys and get right in their faces,” Cole says. “I’d think, ‘Man, those guys are going to pound you.’ But he’d be right up in their face talking to them. That’s how he was.”


Saban was prepared for the confrontations after coming off the most difficult years of his early coaching career. In his first foray into the NFL, Jerry Glanville handed him a rowdy group of players who seemed to relish making their stern position coach’s life miserable. The Houston Oilers’ defensive backs routinely cursed Saban out, turned their backs while he was talking, and questioned his directives. It was a culture shock for Saban, who had dealt with a far more obedient group at Michigan State. They seemed to take their cue from their renegade head coach, Glanville, who dressed in all black and would routinely leave tickets for deceased celebrities like Elvis Presley at the ticket office. “There’s nobody there you’d want to take home to meet your family,” Glanville told the Houston Chronicle. “We told [Saban] he was getting maybe the worst group in the history of football.”


Saban didn’t wilt under pressure. At times he reacted poorly to the disobedience—he and one player almost got into a fight during a film session—but he stuck to his plan. Eventually, the defensive backs’ room bought into his vision when they realized he knew his stuff. “He didn’t care if you were a ten-year veteran or a rookie; this is how we’re going to do stuff,” says former cornerback Cris Dishman, a rookie on that Oilers team. “There was no ‘You’re going to do it your way.’ He would never give in and that’s what you respect about him. He knew his way was the right way.”


The methods weren’t perfect but the results proved he was on to something. As players got faster and stronger through winter conditioning and spring practice, there was a palpable sense of buy-in from the team. He turned players like Anderson, who admits he was a little turned off by Saban’s aggressive culture change, into converts. As you transform an organization, you have to give its members a reason to believe in you. Communicating a clear-eyed vision is of the utmost importance, but so is actually showing people you know what you’re talking about in convincing them you can make them better. That last part is crucial, as an authentic desire to make everyone better for their gain as much as yours when enforcing change can be the difference between being a transformational leader and a toxic one. Saban excelled at that.


“He came into the defensive backs’ room and started talking about stuff that just rang true. It just sounded so right,” Anderson says. “As a cornerback, when you have someone who can come in and help you win the war, you just listen to him. He had me at hello.”


That carried over to the season, when Toledo started the year 6-0 and ultimately won a share of a conference championship. In his first year as a head coach, Saban made Toledo into a champion. “For a lot of those guys, I can guarantee they’re successful because of what we did that year,” Caffey says. “It showed us what it takes to be a champion.”


As Saban went on to have more and more success at every subsequent stop, the initial step after taking over an organization never changed. He needed to mold the culture to his satisfaction, and he did that through hard work.


When Saban got to Michigan State in 1995, he came with a reputation as one of the NFL’s top defensive coordinators after four seasons of learning at the hand of Bill Belichick with the Cleveland Browns, one of the most impactful relationships of his career. That first Michigan State team meeting followed the same playbook as the one he conducted five years earlier in Toledo. “I remember it being all business,” says former Michigan State tight end Josh Keur. “It was an immediate 180-degree turn of the entire ship. He was there to win and he made that clear to his staff.”


Saban again brought Mannie with him to establish the culture he wanted. He was replacing his mentor, Perles, a man he spent five seasons working for in the mid-1980s. You can still see Perles’ fingerprints on things Saban does at Alabama, as the Michigan State head coach was ahead of his time in many ways. But at the end of Perles’ tenure at Michigan State, the standard Saban witnessed during his time working for him seemed to be slipping. Saban’s “Fourth Quarter Program” conditioning regimen came from his time working under Perles, but the program went through three strength and conditioning coaches in three years, destroying any continuity for the players. By the time Saban arrived, players remember the offseason workout program consisting of little more than a weekly workout with occasional stretching. The Spartans didn’t make a bowl game those final four seasons under Perles.


“A lot of guys weren’t going in there lifting because they weren’t held accountable,” says former Michigan State defensive lineman Chris Smith. “The guys who really wanted to lift did and the guys who didn’t wouldn’t come.”


Directly after the first team meeting, Saban put his new team through a conditioning session. There was no grace period to get to know the new boss; it was straight to work. The results were rough but they sent a message. Saban would tell his team, “Your toughness is a direct reflection of your conditioning.”


“I don’t know if 80 percent of the team didn’t vomit following that team meeting,” Keur says. “It was life-changing, and we all knew from that point forward there was a new sheriff in town and we were there to work. And if we weren’t, it was time to go and seek life elsewhere.”


It didn’t stop after that first meeting. After hearing about guys hanging out and eating lunch in the weight room under the previous regime, Mannie ripped out the televisions and counters so there was no confusion about what was supposed to happen there. Smith said it took weeks to get used to Mannie’s high-intensity style, and that multiple players quit because of it, but he grew to love it. He saw the culture changing right in front of his eyes and wanted to be a part of it. “You felt like you were going to die but I couldn’t wait to continue it,” Smith says. “I felt like we were finally working toward something.”


At Michigan State, Saban had to shift what the organization valued the most. It is one thing to get people working hard toward a greater goal, but it is much harder to change what they believe. Perles might not have been winning as much at the end, but he was still beloved by his players. There is a unique challenge in replacing a popular boss and trying to shift the organization away from some of his beliefs without turning off all his supporters who remain. The worst thing you can do is come in and trash everything your well-liked predecessor did before you just because it isn’t what you do. It helped that Saban was very familiar with Perles’ approach after working for him, but that didn’t mean he shared all the same philosophies. “Perles was loyalty to the team no matter what; Saban was accountable to your teammates no matter what,” Smith says. “That was the main difference that I saw right away.”


Perles preached loyalty to your teammates, loyalty to your friends, and loyalty to the team. The concept made sense because it prompted an “us against the world” mentality to protect the organization at all costs, but it had downsides. Smith saw it go awry when players fell back on “loyalty” as a reason not to do the right thing when they saw their teammates do something wrong. There was plenty of resistance and frustration along the way. It’s hard keeping other people accountable, and it’s even harder to accept that as a new way of life after already buying into a different lifestyle.


By the time Saban got to Alabama, he was a known quantity. He had won a national championship at LSU and been an NFL head coach with the Miami Dolphins. He needed to establish a culture within an Alabama program beset by controversy, NCAA scandals, and mediocrity in the fifteen years since it had last won a national championship. Alabama went through four coaches in six years, including one (Mike Price) who never even coached a game and resigned over a stripper scandal. Alabama had the pedigree of a football blue blood but the more time went on, the more it looked like those days might be in the past. Once the Southeastern Conference’s premier program, Alabama had been relegated to sideshow status. Saban wasn’t inheriting anything close to a sure thing when he left the NFL for Tuscaloosa.


His predecessor, Mike Shula, had moderate success but lacked organization and consistency. Shula recruited some quality players who would play important roles for Saban, but his overall recruiting efforts were sloppy and uninspiring. Shula prioritized in-state kids over everyone else, which led to many happy high school coaches around the state but not the most talented team.


Taylor Pharr, who played at Alabama from 2006–2010, remembers never knowing what to expect at practice under Shula. Before some games, Shula had the team going all out in practices. In other weeks, it was primarily players in helmets and basketball shorts with little hitting going on. Saban established consistency, and that consistency was challenging. Mannie opted not to join him in Tuscaloosa, so Saban brought in Scott Cochran, a Tasmanian devil of a strength and conditioning coach who oozed high energy. That first Fourth Quarter Program was brutal, with Cochran having the team run dozens of 110-yard sprints, and if anyone bent over afterward, he had to rerun it. There was a clear goal behind the program: Saban wanted to know who would fight to persevere through the challenge and who would buckle and want to give up. No one had fun those first few training sessions, and as with many of his previous stops, there was plenty of vomiting as players got accustomed to Saban’s expectations. More than anything, it was a clear message about what it would take to be successful.


“Everything was turned up,” says Antoine Caldwell, an All-American offensive lineman at Alabama. “We worked very hard with Mike [Shula]; we worked very efficient with Nick. You’d knock out two hours of practice in forty-five minutes.”


That first season at Alabama was hard for everyone involved. Like Perles, Shula was a beloved “player’s coach” who might not have delivered enough wins but had the team’s support. In came Saban with a drastically different style and delivery from what players had experienced previously, and it rubbed people the wrong way.


“I heard Shula raise his voice twice in one year,” says former Alabama linebacker Alex Benson. “Whereas Saban, in the first five minutes of the first workout, dog-cussed every single one of us. It was night and day; that was obvious.”


Saban knew what needed to be done but he faced resistance from some of the program’s older players who didn’t want to change everything they did in their final year. Benson says the program’s top players under Shula were allowed to skip aspects of conditioning workouts while the third team and walk-ons were expected to do all of it. “The preferential treatment was crazy,” he says. Saban stopped that right away, demanding everyone put in the same work, which, of course, prompted pushback. When one player, seemingly accustomed to what he could get away with under the previous regime, talked back to Saban during one early practice, the new coach was almost stunned by the audacity of it.


Caldwell, a junior starter on that 2007 team, remembers the internal battle within the team of players doing what they wanted versus what Saban wanted. There was a fear that a few veteran players’ behaviors would pollute the younger, more impressionable players. It culminated in a series of losses Alabama could have avoided and an organization that seemed to be teetering at times.


“We had a few bad apples that weren’t buying in 100 percent,” Caldwell says. “Nick would say to us, ‘We are going to keep working and doing what we do, but I need everyone to buy in.’ Guys were used to doing things on and off the field, and when Nick came in and turned things around, a lot of guys revolted. I knew we were going to be good, but we had guys who didn’t want to buy in and do things the right way, which is why we struggled a bit that first year.”


Saban didn’t crumble under the resistance he faced from some players on that team who would have preferred he wasn’t their leader. One of the most critical challenges any leader faces is how to get buy-in from the rest of the organization, particularly when it’s not willingly given from the outset. It can be frustrating, even demoralizing, when people aren’t willing to endorse what you know in your heart is the right path forward for your organization. It’s natural. But how you respond to that resistance can play a significant role in how much success you achieve.


“You may be the only one as the leader to see the way ahead, and you need to communicate that vision and set and enforce high standards,” says Maj. Jordan Terry, an assistant professor of leadership at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. “And then, over time, people get on board.”


At Alabama, Saban worked tirelessly to get the necessary buy-in from the players and staffers he inherited from Shula. He worked hard to show them what they could accomplish together when they bought in and pointed out what they could do differently when things didn’t go well. That first year was up and down, but it built the foundation for all the success that would later come.


“He was so well versed in how he wanted things, where he wanted to go, and what he wanted to do that I know the first year had to be brutal for him,” says a former Alabama staffer. “He had some friends around him, but largely he was surrounded by strangers in a different environment. He knew where he wanted to take everything but he had to do it all over again with a lot of different people for the first time.”


It’s difficult to overstate just how important that first year is to establish a culture after taking over an organization. Saban wouldn’t have won his first Alabama national championship in 2009 if he didn’t do what he did in 2007. Those first days/weeks/months can be so crucial in shaping the long-term future. There will almost certainly be resistance, and you may have people leave rather than embrace the change and hard work that comes with it. But if you do it the right way, it’ll have a lasting impact on not only the organization but also the people involved.


Eberflus, a linebacker on Saban’s Toledo team, illustrates that point. He is now the head coach of the Chicago Bears, one of the NFL’s most iconic and valuable organizations. He is expected to teach and guide grown men in the high-stakes NFL, where one minute you are a hot commodity and the next you are unemployed. But in 1990, Eberflus was just a young, tough linebacker who had to play for three different head coaches in as many years at Toledo. Thirty years later and Eberflus can still recall with great detail what it was like under Saban in those first few days at Toledo. He can still remember, in his first practice with Saban as a new head coach, pumping his fists and celebrating after making a perfect tackle. As Eberflus celebrated, Saban walked over and told him, “Don’t worry about that play. Worry about the next play.”


He learned an important lesson from his former college coach, one that stayed with him as he worked his way through the ranks before landing one of the most prestigious jobs in sports.


“You never get another chance to make a first impression,” Eberflus says. “And on his first step on the stage as a head football coach, [Saban] certainly made a big impression on all of us.”












CHAPTER 2



Build Your Team Framework


Nick Saban wanted everyone in the building to be at his first staff meeting.


He had just arrived at Alabama to a wild scene of fans greeting him at the airport. After years of Alabama wandering through the wilderness, Saban was hailed as the savior to get the Crimson Tide back on top. As Saban made his way through a throng of fans with loud “Roll Tide” cheers ringing out, one woman famously ran up and planted a kiss on his cheek.“It was like Michael Jordan arriving at O’Hare in his prime and walking through the airport,” says Jon Gilbert, a former Alabama staffer. “It was a very surreal moment.”


But first, Saban had to set the expectations for everyone working in his new football program. He told Todd Alles, one of his first hires as director of football operations, to gather everyone in the building—janitors, secretaries, anyone who worked in any capacity with the program—for a 3:00 p.m. meeting.


Saban walked in and delivered a message that has served as a crucial tenet to his Alabama success.


“Everything we do,” Saban began, “is about recruiting. Everything we do.”


Saban said if anyone walked into the building and the bathrooms were dirty, it would make the program look bad. Same if the floors weren’t properly swept. “This place has to be show-ready 100 percent of the time,” Saban said.


He then turned his attention to the secretaries. He explained how they were the first link to the football program, and they had to be ready to represent accordingly. How the secretaries answered the phone, Saban explained, is how the outside world would view Alabama football.


It was a masterclass in Saban’s attention-to-detail prowess. Most importantly, it set the expectations for every person who went in and out of the building each day. From that day forward, no one had to guess what the top priority for the organization was. “He’s direct and emphatic about how he wants things done,” Alles says.


He’d directly use those established expectations as part of his recruiting pitch, too. “I heard him tell a parent in recruiting that anyone who is going to be in contact with your son—secretary, custodian, nutrition, trainer—everyone is being held to that standard,” says former LSU assistant LeRoy Ryals. “If you’re the custodian, you’re going to dump the trash in that building to a certain standard.”


In college football, there are all kinds of different sayings that speak to the importance of recruiting. Coaches call it the lifeblood of the sport. Some like to say, “It’s not about the Xs and Os but the Jimmies and Joes.”


But no coach has fully embraced the power of recruiting quite like Saban. After agreeing to leave the Miami Dolphins for Alabama, Saban jumped on a private plane with his wife, Terry, and his new boss, Alabama athletic director Mal Moore. Moore had just committed $32 million and his professional reputation to Saban having success in Tuscaloosa when his new football coach turned to him to assess what he had just done. “I just want you to know you’ve hired a horseshit football coach,” Saban told Moore. “But nobody will out-recruit me.”


Saban was greatly underrating his Xs and Os prowess—he’s a terrific football tactician—but the primary reason he’ll go down as college football’s greatest coach is because of his sustained recruiting success. Saban realized early on that you can have the best game plan in the world, but if you don’t have the right people to execute it, it won’t work. If Saban was going to achieve what he wanted, he had to have not only the best players but also the right players.


Saban became the greatest college football coach ever because he focuses on recruiting every single day. Seriously, every single day.


The NCAA’s draconian rule book limits what Saban can do, but he’s maxing out those efforts every day. The NCAA even passed a “Saban rule” because rival coaches were mad about how much travel and effort he devoted to recruiting. When he’s allowed to make phone calls, he’s calling the top high school prospects and explaining why it would be mutually beneficial for them to come to Alabama. When he’s able to hit the road, he’s traversing the country meeting with high school coaches and families of players he thinks could bring value to his organization. It doesn’t matter what else is going on at that moment; whether it’s the middle of the season or the middle of the summer, Saban is making time to focus on recruiting.


Consider that for a moment. No matter what is going on, Saban is finding a way to spend time recruiting every day because he has determined it is critical to his organization’s success. That means he’s not skipping recruiting because a meeting or two ran long. Or saying he’s too busy in the middle of the football season to worry about it. When you know when you wake up that you’re going to be doing something regardless of that day’s circumstances, it eliminates any potential excuse-making for why it didn’t happen. And it’s not like there weren’t plenty of things involved with recruiting that would make the average person dread it. Most people who know Saban say he loves recruiting because he loves the competition, which is certainly true. But Bill Sheridan, who worked with Saban at Michigan State, believes, more than anything, it stemmed from Saban’s discipline to do what needed to be done to benefit the organization.


“I always said there’s only one thing that Nick disliked more than recruiting and that was playing with shitty players,” says Sheridan. “If at any time because of injuries or whatever we had to have an inferior player in our lineup, Nick would be sick to his stomach. Because of that, he put the time and effort into recruitment. Driving all over the country, going in and out of airports, getting on the phone with kids during the season, it wasn’t like he couldn’t wait to do any of that stuff. But he understood it was necessary.”


When Saban first landed at Alabama in 2007, he would watch ten to fifteen videos of prospective recruits each night. After Saban won his sixth national championship at Alabama in 2020, he was still doing the same thing. That might seem outrageous to the average person—why would a man who has accomplished so much still feel the need to grind hours away watching football tapes of sixteen- and seventeen-year-old kids? For Saban, the answer is pretty simple. It took that level of commitment to get to the top, and if he wants to stay at that level, it’s not going to get any easier. There will always be an upstart looking to challenge Alabama’s supremacy, so Saban was never going to ease off the gas.


“When he would go on vacation, we’d load him up with like one hundred tapes,” says Tyler Siskey, who served as his director of player personnel from 2013–2015. “He was watching every single day. He’d watch them, give them grades, and then watch them again. He’s constantly going through the board and readjusting if we get new film in.”


There was a system in place to get the tape onto Saban’s desk, too. He wanted at least three people to look at it to vouch for the player’s abilities before he’d watch the film. Saban trusted his assistants to find the right players, but as the leader of the organization, he wanted to have the final say before any new person joined it. “You have two or three guys on the staff saying this kid is an offer for us, most head coaches, just because of time constraints, they’re fine with that,” says Sheridan, who has also worked at Michigan and Notre Dame, among other schools. “He confirmed every offer. We never offered a kid until Nick looked at him.”


It wasn’t a formality, either. Even if three assistant coaches vouched for a player, there was no guarantee Saban would go along with it. “There were times he’d say, ‘I don’t know what the hell these guys are seeing, he’s not that,’” says Louis LeBlanc, who worked as a recruiting graduate assistant at Alabama. Glen Mason, who worked with Saban at Ohio State, says Saban is the best talent evaluator he’s ever been around. The former Minnesota head coach swallowed whatever ego he might have had and utilized Saban’s prowess whenever he got a chance.


“There were a number of times [with] guys I was looking at that I couldn’t make up my mind—do we want them or do we not want them? And I’d take the film and I’d say, ‘Nick, what do you think?’” Mason says. “Not only was he right, but the feedback he gave me in his evaluation was far superior to what I had the ability to do. He saw things I never thought of or didn’t see.”


There are three major components to Saban’s recruiting approach:


1.Have parameters for what you want to take the guesswork out.


2.Information is king.


3.Don’t be afraid to adjust your opinion.


Saban takes as scientific an approach as possible when evaluating whether a prospective player would be a good fit in his organization. He has established critical factors for every position—quarterback, receiver, offensive lineman, you get the picture—that everyone on his staff is expected to follow. His approach is heavily influenced by his time working for Bill Belichick with the Cleveland Browns, though he’s adjusted it in the years since to reflect the way the game has changed. Saban is exceptionally particular in what he wants for each position and tasks his staff with eliminating recruits who don’t fit that.


There are hundreds of high school football players talented enough to play football at Alabama each year. But, for instance, if a defensive back isn’t six feet tall with thirty-three-inch arms, Saban isn’t going to pursue him heavily. It’s as much for the player’s benefit as Saban’s knowing the type of player who has previously had success in his system.


“There has to be a specific purpose for every single player that you’re recruiting and understanding, ‘I’m bringing this guy here to do this job,’” says Trevor Hewett, who spent six years working in Alabama’s recruiting department. “We had a critical-factors sheet that had each position and the ideal height, weight, that were the ideal physical parameters and mental parameters that you were looking for in a player.”


The important lesson in Alabama’s approach: don’t fill your organization with people for whom you don’t have a specific role in mind when you hire them. There are occasional exceptions when a player doesn’t fit a specific mold, such as the slight DeVonta Smith, who didn’t meet certain physical requisites yet possessed enough pure talent that Saban was willing to take a chance on him. It paid off when the 165-pound Smith won the Heisman Trophy in 2020 and went on to become a first-round NFL draft pick. Saban will move players around depending on needs, too—but Alabama isn’t signing twenty-five wide receivers each year and saying, “We’ll figure out what to do with them later.” When you bring someone into your organization, you should already have a good sense of how that person fits into the structure and can be successful within it.


The “Saban sheets” allowed everyone to be more efficient. It eliminated the time-wasting politicking that typically happens in programs with assistant coaches pushing specific players for various reasons—geographic area, connection to that player’s high school, “gut feeling,” whatever. There was no freelancing, as it took power out of any one individual coach and put it into the system. There was accountability, too. After he wrapped up a recruiting cycle, Saban would save the evaluations of all the top players Alabama considered, both the ones it signed and those who got away. If an Alabama player struggled, Saban would refer back to the recruiting evaluation and assess where he went wrong. Same with a player Alabama didn’t sign but was now experiencing success at another program. He wanted to know what he and his staff had missed in their evaluation so it wouldn’t happen again. “We thought this was a bad trait,” Saban would say, “but it was actually a good one.”


It helped Saban when he first arrived at Alabama to find the right players to get a fallen dynasty back on track, and it helped him when every top player in the country had at least some interest in coming to Alabama. Success can change an organization’s recruiting approach once a higher level of options is available. A perfect example is what happened to Villanova after it made a Final Four in 2009.


Jay Wright, the school’s basketball coach, changed the type of player he brought into his organization. Wright told me when he first arrived at Villanova in 2001, he and his staff were very clear about what they wanted to build the program. But after the success, that clarity was missing. Wright started recruiting more highly ranked players now that Villanova was a program on the rise, but the pieces didn’t fit well together. Something was missing. On paper, Villanova signed better players than it did early in Wright’s tenure, but the results didn’t follow. “We were getting good players, but I don’t think I did a good job of structuring our roster,” Wright says.


It took Villanova’s program crashing down in 2011–2012 with a 13–19 record to make Wright realize just because he had access to a supposed higher-caliber player didn’t mean said player was right for his organization’s culture. He adjusted his approach to reflect what led to his early success, winning two national championships along the way.


Alabama faces a similar challenge. When you have access to everyone, it can feel like ordering off a Cheesecake Factory menu. Yes, there are lots of options, but you can have analysis paralysis with too many choices. Saban’s critical-factors sheet is all about eliminating the players who don’t fit into his system. The onus is then on everyone in the organization to determine if the players with the right physical attributes also have the mental and emotional ones to handle the intensity at Alabama. Siskey says when you recruit for Alabama, it almost comes with an inverse of the typical pitch: rather than selling players hard on coming to Alabama, the coaches would push each recruit to know and be comfortable with what he was signing up for.


When Pat Perles, son of former Michigan State coach George Perles, worked for Saban at Toledo, he remembers his boss imparting an essential lesson.


“We can sit in here and watch the film and I can tell you within a half hour whether that guy can play for us or not,” Saban told Perles. “Now, you’re going to spend the next month on if the kid is motivated and find out everything about him—his strengths and weaknesses, his personality, his work ethic, everything.”


Says Perles, “You learned you better damn well know he’s our kind of player when he shows up on campus. That’s the hard part. It’s easy to evaluate the player, but how do you evaluate the person?”


Saban stressed to his staff a few nonnegotiables: the player must love football, must have good character, and must be willing to put in the academic work to get a degree. On the organization’s recruiting big board, staffers put colored dots next to players with character issues and academic issues so everyone knew the situation. When those issues became too concerning, Saban took the player off the board even if the talent was there.
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