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  Introduction




  I’d always wanted to be a sportswriter, and yet in 2003, I was just some guy with two business degrees working in college admissions when a good friend, Brent High, called me with the opportunity to help him start a Vanderbilt website at an up-and-coming company named Rivals.com. Let me be honest: the invitation was more about my willingness to put in the time—Brent knew I’d grown up following Vandy closely—than my qualifications, because covering Vanderbilt seemed to be a virtual dead-end. Mitch Light and Bill Trocchi, both excellent writers, had run a wonderful little newspaper entitled The Commodore Report a few years prior, but it wasn’t financially viable.




  Anyway, once I said “yes” to Brent, I then spent two years writing off losses on my taxes, which is tough to do when your only expenses are an Internet connection and gas to and from games.




  Few cared about Vanderbilt sports then. Football was a perpetual wasteland and the men’s basketball team, which had once been the only good thing going in Vanderbilt athletics, was in the midst of an 11–18 campaign. Baseball wasn’t even an afterthought, which was probably good because Vandy fans had enough misery in their lives already. If you’d told me in January 2003 that I’d one day be planning my holidays around bowl games and using phrases like “top-ranked Vanderbilt” in the stories I wrote, I’d have never believed you. Nor would I have believed that Vanderbilt would become a big-enough deal in sports that I could launch two radio shows around it. Of course, that was never the reason I did it to begin with; Vanderbilt fans were so beaten down and starving for coverage that I felt they deserved something, and I had a chance to do that.




  Meanwhile, change was happening behind the scenes that would lead to unprecedented success for Vandy’s three major men’s programs. Fifteen months after starting, I’d be at the Georgia Dome furiously cranking out stories at 2 a.m. after the Commodores beat a top five Mississippi State team. A scrawny freshman quarterback named Jay Cutler started the football program on a better trajectory, and in my third year of running the site, Vandy did the unthinkable and beat Tennessee in Knoxville in football.




  The best story, though, was being one of the few with a front-row seat while Tim Corbin took the baseball program from the scrap heap into national prominence, and eventually on to a national title, in a matter of about a decade.




  Once Vanderbilt’s athletic success came, the one regret I had always had was not being able to tell some of the stories I witnessed in longer form. In the fall of 2013, I got another one of those phone calls when Skyhorse Publishing asked me if I would write a book on Vanderbilt sports. As with Brent, they had me at “hello.”




  The task then became two things: finding the time and deciding what to write about. Thanks to an understanding wife, I spent plenty of late nights in my home office knocking it out. As for the second, I had to determine on which aspects of Vanderbilt’s athletics history I would focus. Upon deciding that, I chose to write about the twelve most significant teams I’d covered. From there, the biggest challenge of all was deciding what not to write, because had it not been for editorial direction, the book would have been twice this big. I regret I couldn’t write more, but I think I hit the high points.




  Anyway . . . this book could have never happened either directly or indirectly without several people.




  Thanks to Julie Ganz at Skyhorse for working with me, and to my friend Mitch Light, now at Athlon’s, for recommending me for the job.




  Thanks to the subscribers at VandySports.com for their support. When I lost my full-time job in 2011, many of you kept telling me that I needed to write full-time and I can guarantee you that without that encouragement, I would have never had the confidence to make the leap. It was easily the best decision of my professional career.




  I also can’t thank my co-publishers Jesse Johnson and Mike Rapp at VandySports enough for similar encouragement. The two of you have become dear friends through our decade of doing this. Thanks also to Mike for the use of several outstanding photos for this book.




  On that note, thank you also to my good friend Jimmy Jones for not only sharing a number of unforgettable road trips with me, but also for letting me use his photos.




  The life of a full-time freelancer can be more than a little scary when you have a wife and two kids and don’t know exactly how much is coming in from month to month. Thanks especially to Steve Brumfield at Sports and Entertainment Nashville Magazine and Corey Chavous at DraftNasty for giving me opportunities with their respective publications.




  On the radio side, I am so grateful to John Ingram and the folks at Currey Ingram Academy and to my friend and sometimes-cohost at VandySports.com Radio, Jovan Haye, and his company PostShare, for their support of my endeavors there.




  Thanks to Vanderbilt sports information directors (SIDs) Andy Boggs, Larry Leathers, and Kyle Parkinson for their help over the years. I also owe a special thank-you to former baseball SID Thomas Samuel, who went out of his way to help me and also became a dear friend.




  Thanks to Brett Hait, who worked at the now-defunct Nashville City Paper. Brett was kind enough to, in the nicest possible way, pull me aside and show me where my writing was lacking, and then show me how to improve it. I also value Brett as a close friend.




  I also owe a special thanks to Tim Corbin for going above and beyond to help me over the years, and especially as we were in the process of publishing this book. It is not often that a writer is privileged to deal with a coach as successful as Corbin, and yet one who is so humble and gracious with his time.




  Thanks to my parents Arthur and Jimmie Lou Lee for their unfailing love and support . . . and, of course, for taking me to countless Vanderbilt athletic contests.




  Thanks to my wife, Kristin, for her support, for giving up most of her almost nonexistent free time to help make sure I got this done; to my daughter, Isabella, who had to hear, “Daddy’s working,” a lot more than she liked; and to my son, David, who must be the least-demanding infant in human history.




  And, of course, thanks to Brent, now an associate athletic director at Lipscomb University, without whose prompting in the beginning none of this would have ever happened.




  Anchor down, and happy reading!




  Chris




  PART I:




  FOOTBALL




  2008 Football:


  Going bowling out of nowhere




  Coach Bobby Johnson was the latest in a long line of supposed saviors for a floundering Vanderbilt football program, but on the eve of the 2008 season, it looked as if Johnson would leave as yet another coach to fail to get VU to a single bowl. And if the end were on the horizon for Johnson, no one would say Vanderbilt had been unfair to him.




  Hired out of Furman in 2001 to replace Woody Widenhofer, Johnson started his career with four straight two-win seasons. However, everyone also realized what a mess Johnson had inherited; Widenhofer’s last team had been out-scored by 176 points that season. With the help of defensive coordinator Bruce Fowler, Johnson, a guy who liked to put his best athletes on defense, had chipped away and made the Commodores competent there. Vandy had given up 36.5 points per game in Widenhofer’s last season. That number decreased every year but one, and by 2007, the ’Dores were giving up just 22.6 per contest.




  But there were two problems. With the exception of the 2007 season, the ’Dores couldn’t score. For four years, Johnson had rocket-armed quarterback Jay Cutler1 except that Johnson treated him like Morris Peterson’s Ferrari, barely taking him out of the garage for a drive. Once he did, Vanderbilt darn near broke a twenty-three-year bowl drought, going 5–6 in 2005. Fortunately for Johnson, one of those wins snapped a twenty-three-year losing streak against Tennessee.
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  Bobby Johnson patrols the sidelines at Dudley Field. (Jimmy Jones)
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  Quarterback Jay Cutler, the 2005 Southeastern Conference Offensive Player of the Year, laid a lot of the groundwork that led to the 2008 bowl season. (Mike Rapp)




  Johnson had followed up with 4–8 and 5–7 campaigns, but the second problem was this: most of those players were now gone. Earl Bennett, who had just become the Southeastern Conference’s all-time record holder for career catches, bolted a year early for the NFL and was taken by the Chicago Bears. He was one of nine starters gone after that season; that number included VU’s entire offensive line and most importantly, left tackle Chris Williams, who was the Bears’ first-round pick. Five defensive starters were gone, including linebacker Jonathan Goff, who was now with the New York Giants.




  The probability of a turn around had started to fade. A return to the 2–10 days seemed a lot more likely than did a bowl.
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  Chris Williams, wearing No. 74 here for the Chicago Bears, was a first-round pick in the 2007 NFL Draft. (Jimmy Jones)




  A stunning start




  The outlook was bad enough that the Commodores, who opened the year at Ohio’s Miami University, were three-point underdogs to a squad that had gone 6–7 in the previous season, and 2–10 the year before that.2 On a Thursday night in front of an ESPN audience, the year started well. Vanderbilt led 27–10 at the half, thanks to a pair of touchdown runs and a TD throw from Chris Nickson. Cornerback D.J. Moore helped greatly, returning a punt 91 yards to the Miami 1 to set up one score and also paved the way for a Bryant Hahnfeldt field goal with an interception.




  Thanks to a defense that picked off three passes, the ’Dores didn’t need to do much in the second half. They cruised to a 34–13 win, due in large part to Nickson’s 20 carries for 166 yards and another 91 through the air.




  Any road victory for Vanderbilt was a big win, but 24th-ranked South Carolina would be a lot tougher in the home opener the next week. Vanderbilt had ruined the Gamecocks’ season the previous year. Carolina had been 5–0 and ranked sixth in the national polls, but Vandy came to Columbia and beat the ’Cocks there. Since then, Carolina had been making a lot of noise about the game being a fluke.




  The extra motivation certainly did not hurt, nor did a break that was about to come. Trailing 10–3 in the third quarter, Vandy’s Brett Upson bounced a punt near the Vanderbilt sideline. It hit a Gamecock blocker and safety Ryan Hamilton bounced on it, giving VU the ball at the USC 31. On the next play, Nickson rolled right and saw tight end Brandon Barden open, and the Virginia Tech transfer used a big height advantage on All-Southeastern Conference defensive back Captain Munnerlyn to haul it in at the 4 and take it for the score.




  Vandy’s Greg Billinger blocked a Ryan Succop field goal, and John Stokes ran it to the Vandy 42. From there, Nickson led Vandy on a drive to inside the Carolina 1, and he scored on a quarterback sneak for a 17–10 lead. A 13-yard scoring run from Jared Hawkins made the lead 14 after Bryant Hahnfeldt’s extra point. Carolina countered with Chris Smelley’s touchdown pass, and Carolina punted late in the game, pinning Vandy back at its 5 with 2:16 to play in hopes that the ’Dores would have to punt it back. Instead, Hawkins gained 24 yards on five carries and the ’Dores ran out the clock.




  Carolina coach Steve Spurrier had often made disparaging comments about Vanderbilt when he’d been the coach at Florida. But Spurrier had always been honest, and even though Carolina outgained VU by a 325–225 margin, he pulled no punches that Thursday night.




  “Last year’s [loss] was just as stunning and it sort of irritated me that our players tried to say we weren’t ready. We were ready to play, we just got our tails kicked. I’m sure those Vanderbilt players are wondering what kind of excuses those Carolina guys have now. We don’t have excuses, they just beat us,” Spurrier said.




  Rice University and its up-tempo, high-scoring offense visited Nashville next. The teams traded scores throughout the first half, and went to the break tied 21-all. After Rice shanked a punt on the first possession of the second half, receiver Jamie Graham took an end around and ran 27 yards for a score, giving VU its first lead.




  The defense had stiffened by then. Hahnfeldt added a 48-yard field goal and Moore, who already had an interception and two rushes for 37 yards, made a big special teams play when he returned a punt to the Rice 1, where Nickson scored to increase the lead to 38–21.




  It certainly wasn’t how the night had started. The Owls, fresh off scoring 98 points in their first two games, had 148 first-quarter yards that Saturday evening. Johnson spoke of what the Commodore staff did at halftime to help the defense.




  “We quit trying to make so many adjustments. We were trying to match up every little thing that they were doing and we started to make fewer adjustments in the second half. We went to a more basic defense and just tried to put more pressure on the quarterback,” he said.




  Vanderbilt was an eight-point underdog at Ole Miss the next weekend. It was a talented Rebel team, one that would go 9–4 and beat Texas Tech in the Cotton Bowl. Ole Miss looked as if it would roll over the ’Dores early. Leading 3–0, Rebel defensive lineman Peria Jerry then picked up a fumble and rumbled 13 yards for a touchdown.




  That started a crazy succession of plays; Vandy fumbled its next snap, but Ole Miss’s Jevan Snead immediately threw an interception to Vandy’s Hamilton, who raced 79 yards for a touchdown. On the ensuing kickoff, Ole Miss’s Mike Wallace ran it back 98 yards for a score and after the dust had settled, Ole Miss led 17–7.




  Near the end of the first quarter, Hawkins caught a 9-yard touchdown pass from Nickson. The game settled into an exchange of punts for most of the rest of the quarter, but another interception by Hamilton and a 23-yard return set up a Hahnfeldt 34-yard field goal. At half, the game was tied at 17.




  Ole Miss moved the ball on Vanderbilt throughout the second half, but Hamilton was a one-man wrecking crew when it counted. The Rebels drove 12 plays and 78 yards to the VU 1 to open the second half, but he made a touchdown-saving tackle on Cordera Eason on a fourth-and-inches play. Later in the third, he recovered a fumble on a punt. Reshard Langford also got in on the action, intercepting Snead midway through the fourth quarter.




  But all Vandy could manage was a Hahnfeldt field goal just 12 seconds into the fourth. The Rebels got the ball back with 5:10 left and went 87 yards in six plays when Dexter McCluster was about to score the go-ahead touchdown, but freshman linebacker Chris Marve, a developing star, forced a fumble that gave Vandy the ball back at the 20 with 2:40 to play.




  The Commodores had barely moved the ball that night—202 total yards—but their timing was impeccable. Vandy went 57 yards in six plays, and with 31 seconds left, Hahnfeldt hit a huge 40-yard field goal for a six-point lead. The Rebels ran the kickoff back to their 47, putting Snead potentially in the position to win the game. Again, Hamilton picked him at the Vandy 14 on the game’s last play.




  The ’Dores were now 4–0 for the first time since 2005 and would be ranked on Monday for the first time since a 4–0 start in 1984.




  “It was a wild game. A lot of crazy things happened in the first quarter and went all the way through to the end. I am extremely proud of our guys for playing hard. We had a bunch of guys get hurt. We had some guys come in who had not played before,” Johnson said.




  Vandy’s remarkable season was starting to attract attention. Not only was VU ranked 19th in next week’s poll, but ESPN decided to also host its renowned GameDay show from Nashville for the Auburn game.




  “It think it’s great for our university, our fans, and our players and coaches,” Johnson said. “It’s definitely going to add to the excitement as we prepare for our game.”




  The crew of Chris Fowler, Lee Corso, Kirk Herbstreit, and Desmond Howard set up on campus in The Commons area (that’s where some new dorms had just been built to house first-year students) that morning of October 4 and thousands of fans flocked to the set. By the time the game kicked off that night with the 13th-ranked Tigers, fan excitement was at a fever pitch.




  Auburn, four-point favorites, jumped out to a 13–0 early lead on two Chris Todd touchdown passes. It could have been worse; the Tigers had the ball first-and-goal at the Vandy 4 on their first drive and gave it to future Houston Texan Ben Tate four straight times, but the VU defense, led by linebacker Patrick Benoist, stuffed him on each attempt. Auburn’s Wes Byrum also clanked an extra point off the right upright, an error that would cost the Tigers dearly later in the evening.




  “I was proud of the way our guys hung in there. The first quarter was kind of scary, but we came fighting back,” Johnson said.




  Nickson had chronic shoulder problems, and after he started 3-for-8 for four yards with an interception, Johnson replaced him with Mackenzi Adams midway through the second quarter. Adams had mixed success throughout his Commodore career, but he’d led Vandy to the huge upset in Columbia the previous year and Johnson banked on catching lightning in a bottle that night.




  It was the right move. After Moore returned a punt 25 yards to the Auburn 30, Adams hit Sean Walker for 11, Barden for 12, and Barden again for 3. That put Vandy second-and-goal at the 5 with under two minutes in the half, but the Tigers sacked Adams back at the 15. Adams, though, hit Justin Wheeler between a pair of AU defenders with 39 seconds left for a score, and Vandy went to the locker room down just six.




  The defense had stiffened in that second quarter, allowing just 20 yards in the period after Tate ran all over the Commodores in the first quarter. Tate had 27 carries for 108 yards that night, but mysteriously, Auburn coach Tommy Tuberville gave him the ball just six times (for 12 yards) after halftime.




  Meanwhile, Todd, who also had shoulder issues, struggled to move the ball with any consistency; he’d finish just 8-of-16 for 70 yards. Tuberville inserted Kodi Burns late in the third quarter and the Tigers had a first-and-10 at the VU 28, but penalties and three incompletions knocked Auburn back 11 yards before it punted.




  At that point, Vandy had the ball at its 32 with 10:01 left in the third. Adams converted a big third-down throw to Wheeler for 13, and later, a first-down toss to him that went for 18. Adams also had a big 12-yard run that accounted for another first down and moved the Commodores into Auburn territory. A 9-yard throw to George Smith got Vandy to the 1, and on the next play, Adams found Barden for a touchdown.




  Vandy now led 14–13 after Hahnfeldt’s PAT, but the Commodores were also having trouble moving the ball. The teams traded punts for the rest of the evening. With 6:33 left, Auburn got the ball at its 21 and Tate converted a fourth-and-1 at the Auburn 31 to keep the drive alive. But Todd, now back in, threw an incompletion and then was sacked on successive plays by Benoist and Steven Stone.




  Auburn punted back to Vandy with 2:51 left, and if Vandy could run the clock out, it had a win. Thanks to the fact that Auburn had used all three time-outs, Vandy couldn’t run the clock out, and punted from its 42, where Brett Upson hammered one that Alan Strong caught on the fly and downed on the Auburn 3. The Tigers had 2:16 left, and when Todd attempted a long throw across the field toward the Vanderbilt sideline, cornerback Myron Lewis picked it.




  The crowd went crazy. With Auburn out of time-outs, VU only needed to kneel on the ball three times. The defense had been fantastic, sacking Auburn five times, and for the third-straight game, had not allowed a second-half point.




  “We couldn’t run it. We tried both quarterbacks and they played us a little in the second half, got in our face, gave us bad plays . . . We’re not making any excuses. We lost this game. I did,” Tuberville said.




  Vanderbilt was now just a win away from clinching bowl eligibility. The Commodores moved all the way up to 13th in the polls on Monday and prepared for a trip to 1–4 Mississippi State.




  The swoon




  As great a story as the start had been, this team had some big holes. Teams with gaudy records usually dominate the stat sheets; Vanderbilt was gaining just 279 yards per game and giving up 333. Vanderbilt had also gained 14 turnovers and lost just five; those numbers tend to even out over time.




  The Commodores were unlikely to end up on the plus-23 pace in turnover margin they were on.3 If they went to a bowl game, that meant that the offense would have to start moving the ball more effectively. With Nickson’s balky shoulder, Adams’s inconsistency, and a running game that lacked a standout (Hawkins’s 593 yards and 4.3 yard-per-carry average led the team that year), that looked unlikely.
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  Running back Jared Hawkins carries the ball. (Jimmy Jones)




  Perhaps that’s why MSU, despite a 1–4 record, was just a two-point underdog. Sure enough, the ’Dores dropped their first game in Starkville after gaining a paltry 107 yards that afternoon. Nickson and Adams both threw big interceptions in the fourth quarter, with Nickson’s setting the Bulldogs up at the VU 7 and eventually leading to a touchdown, and the one from Adams on Vandy’s final drive to effectively end the game. Vandy left Starkville a 17–14 loser.




  Johnson went with Adams as his starting quarterback the next week at Georgia, even though Nickson had led VU to an upset win the last time the ’Dores had gone between the hedges at Sanford Stadium. Adams threw a pair of scores to Graham, but also two interceptions. Vandy was outclassed by future pros like running back Knowshon Moreno (23 carries, 172 yards) and receiver A. J. Green (seven catches, 132 yards) and fell 24–14.




  Surely, Vanderbilt fans thought, the team would get bowl-eligible with 3–3 Duke coming to town. The Commodores were 10-point favorites but fell behind 10–0 heading into the fourth quarter. Marve forced a fumble at the Vandy 2 that T. J. Greenstone recovered, and moments later, Adams hit Sean Walker with a 79-yard touchdown pass early in the fourth quarter.




  But that would be it. Hahnfeldt missed a 43-yarder that could have tied the game with 7:16 left. Vandy turned the ball over on downs at its 19 and the defense miraculously forced a punt, giving VU the ball back with 1:58. Adams led Vandy to the Duke 39, and then on a second-and-10 play threw his second pick of the day when Chris Rwabukamba intercepted him at the Duke 1.




  “The only way we scored was on a long pass, so it’s back to the drawing board,” Johnson said. We have some work to do and we’ve got a week off and we’ll start working on that to get better.”




  The week off wouldn’t be much help against powerful Florida, which would go 13–1 that year and beat Oklahoma for the national title. Reigning Heisman Trophy winner Tim Tebow accounted for four first-half touchdowns as the Gators led 35–0 at the break and had 330 yards of offense.




  Johnson went back to Nickson, who hit Graham and Walker with second-half scoring passes, but it was far too late. The Gators won 42–14 and Vanderbilt was just now a game over .500.




  Again, there were no obvious answers for an offense that had failed to gain more than 291 yards in any of its previous six games. So, Johnson turned to his defense for some answers.




  Getting the monkey off the back




  While Vanderbilt had not been good on offense the previous year—it averaged 326 yards and 21.7 points per contest—the drop-off to 2008 had shown the value of having a playmaker like Bennett. Maybe that was the inspiration for Johnson giving Moore an enhanced role on offense for the following Saturday night road trip to Kentucky. Moore registered his first two career catches on passes from Nickson (starting for the first time since the Starkville debacle) in the first quarter, those throws going for 25 and 18 yards. Both went for touchdowns, and Vandy led 14–0 over the Wildcats after a quarter.




  The Wildcats bounced back on a 57-yard return of a blocked Hahnfeldt field goal, but Nickson hit Barden with a 1-yard scoring pass and then Hahnfeldt added a 39-yarder just before the half.




  The way the defense played, the lead seemed fairly safe, but the ’Cats scored the third quarter’s only 10 points, and the lead was just seven. Hawkins scored on a 4-yard run in the fourth, but UK quarterback Randall Cobb answered with a 10-yard run.




  Midway through the fourth, Upson pinned the Wildcats back to their 23 with 4:59 left. Cobb took UK down to the Vandy 23 with 2:07 left, at which point Moore intercepted Cobb. The ’Cats had one time-out left, which they used after Hawkins ran for eight. On the other side of the time-out, Hawkins got three more, enabling Vandy to sit on the ball.




  After twenty-six long years and four games of waiting, the Commodores were finally going bowling.




  “We have been waiting a while to get here after starting the season 5–0. . . . It feels like a ton of bricks has been taken off our back after this game,” Moore added.




  Instead of capitalizing on the momentum of a 368-yard day, the offense spun back into the gutter. Vandy gave up 20 second-quarter points to Tennessee the next week, including a 45-yard interception touchdown return by Eric Berry. The only touchdown VU could muster came on Reshard Langford’s 42-yard return of a pick, and the ’Dores fell 20–10 in Nashville to a Volunteer team that finished 4–7.




  Vandy gained just 213 yards against the Vols, and just 249 at Wake Forest the next week. The quarterback situation had gotten bad enough that Johnson went to redshirt freshman Larry Smith late in the game, and the Alabaman hit Barden with a 6-yard pass to cut Wake’s lead to 17–10 early in the fourth. But Smith was also picked deep in Vandy territory late in the game, and that led to the clinching Demon Deacon touchdown.




  The season had ended in an ugly manner, with six losses in seven games. But it didn’t matter in what sequence Vanderbilt had won or lost those contests, it only mattered that it had the requisite six to get to a bowl.




  The Commodores wouldn’t be traveling far to get there.




  Music City Bowl-bound




  On December 7, Vanderbilt accepted a bid to play in the Gaylord Hotels Music City Bowl at LP Field, which was just about three miles from campus. Las Vegas made the 9–4 Eagles a field-goal favorite for the New Year’s Eve contest.




  Smith started, and after a 17-yard completion to Walker and a 16-yard throw to Udom Umoh, Vandy had a first down at the BC 25 on its first drive. Johnson went back to Nickson and the drive stalled, but Hahnfeldt hit a 42-yard field goal. After the Eagles’ second-straight three-and-out to start the game, Smith hit Walker on a bomb down the right sideline to get to the BC 14 on Vandy’s first play of the next drive. Again, the drive ended with Hahnfeldt’s field goal, this time from the 26.




  Boston College hardly moved the ball during the first quarter, but picked up some momentum in the second when it took the ball from its 7 to the VU 48 before Hamilton picked quarterback Dominique Davis at the Vandy 15. By now, Vanderbilt was having its usual troubles moving the ball and had to punt. This time, Davis led BC on a 63-yard touchdown drive that ended with his 4-yard pass with 1:27 left before the break. After the point after, BC took a 7–6 lead at the half.




  Vanderbilt got the ball to start the second half, and thanks to Nickson’s 30-yard run, Vandy crossed midfield. Again, the drive stopped at the 42 and Upson came in to punt with the goal of pinning BC deep in its territory. Upson’s boot, by design, may not have gotten 25 feet off the ground and bounced near Umoh and BC’s Paul Anderson as the two ran downfield with their backs turned toward Upson.




  Nobody in the stadium could tell exactly what happened; Anderson, at the 21 when the ball came near, immediately threw his arms out to the side as if to say “It didn’t hit me,” but Udom kept racing toward the goal line, seemingly convinced that it had. No other Boston College player seemed to realize what was happening, and as the ball kept rolling toward the end zone, there were four Commodores around it.
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  Bryant Hahnfeldt connects on a field goal in the 2008 Music City Bowl. (Mike Rapp)




  When it went into the end zone, freshman Sean Richardson pounced on it. By this time, the partisan VU crowd started to realize that the ball may have hit Anderson, and the roar reached a crescendo. Two officials raced to the spot and both signaled “touchback,” but each looked at the other with uncertainty.




  The call would go to the replay official and after a few minutes of review, he ruled that the ball hit Anderson. Vanderbilt was awarded a touchdown, and now led 13–7.




  “Funny thing is, I didn’t even know that it hit him,” Upson said. “I was behind three Boston College players running down the field.”




  The Vanderbilt offense once again sputtered, going three-and-out on its next four possessions. The Eagles got the ball back midway through the fourth quarter at their 11 and Davis quickly moved them to their 45. Davis spotted freshman receiver Colin Larmond open down the right sideline after Lewis, thinking he was running an out route, but on the move. It was an easy touchdown and the Eagles now led 14–13 with just 6:38 left.




  Vanderbilt still didn’t do much to move the ball, but the Eagles lent a helping hand. After Smith rushed five yards on VU’s first snap, a face-mask penalty added 15 more. Smith tossed one incomplete to Wheeler on a third-and-2 from the BC 48, but a late-hit penalty on BC kept the drive alive. Smith hit George Smith with a 15-yard throw to the Eagle 25 and after Graham’s rush for minus-3, it was once again up to Hahnfeldt to deliver with the biggest kick of his life. Holder Thomas Carroll put the ball down on the right edge of the left hash mark, and the Nashville native drove it through the uprights with enough room inside the left post to spare.




  The teams traded punts and now it was up to the Vandy defense to deliver. Davis set his feet to throw to the right sideline and had plenty of time but waited too long to find his receiver and didn’t get enough on the throw. Lewis stepped in front of it, made a leaping grab, and then tightroped the Commodore sideline to make sure he got both feet inbounds.
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  Myron Lewis (5) celebrates the game-clinching interception, with Chris Marve (13) watching behind him. (Mike Rapp)




  The building exploded. There was just 1:36 left and since the Eagles were out of time-outs, all that was left was for Vanderbilt to snap the ball three times and hold on. When Smith took the final kneel-down at a few minutes before 6 p.m., the players rushed the field. The crowd, having waited too long to celebrate a moment like this, stuck around as fireworks filled the sky.




  The cloud of 25-straight losing seasons, and of no bowl wins since 1955, would no longer hang over the program.




  The aftermath




  Vanderbilt, selected to finish last in the SEC East before the year started, had broken the streak in the oddest way. Moore, the team’s best player, had gotten hurt in the first half and didn’t return.4
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  D.J. Moore (30) went on to a productive career with the Chicago Bears. (Jimmy Jones)




  Smith led the team with 121 yards passing, even though he’d had just a half-game of experience coming in. VU had been out-gained 331-200 that day, and Upson, the punter, had been selected as the game’s Most Valuable Player.




  “It may not be the prettiest victory in the world, but it is for us now,” Johnson said afterward.




  The season had gotten Vanderbilt on the map with more recruits. The VU staff felt as if the class of players it would sign just weeks later would be the best it had signed to date, and as players like left tackle Wesley Johnson; defensive end Walker May; defensive backs Javon Marshall and Trey Wilson; and running backs Zac Stacy, Warren Norman, and Wesley Tate proved, they were right in their gut feeling.




  Johnson and company felt that it was even more important with the class of current high school juniors, and they were right again. The 2010 class, which included receivers Chris Boyd, Jordan Matthews, and Jonathan Krause; linebacker Chase Garnham; defensive backs Andre Hal, Karl Butler, Steven Clarke, and Kenny Ladler; defensive linemen Jared Morse, Vince Taylor, and Kyle Woestmann; offensive linemen Andre Bridges, Logan Stewart, and Chase White; fullback Fitz Lassing; kicker Carey Spear; and quarterback Jordan Rodgers, would be one of the most important in school history.




  The sad part is that Johnson and his assistants wouldn’t be around to see most of the fruit of their labor. Many players returned for 2009, but it was becoming obvious that the offense, which averaged just 256 yards a game that year, needed a face-lift. When Vandy averaged just 16.3 points per game in a miserable 2–10 campaign, VU officials privately approached Johnson and asked him to shake up his offensive staff.




  Johnson refused. On July 14, 2010, after months to ponder the situation, he abruptly retired and handed over the controls to offensive line coach Robbie Caldwell, who also went 2–10. Caldwell was dismissed after the 2010–2011 season, and VU would start over with the rebuild of its football program.




  No one even remotely suspected it then, but thanks to those two recruiting classes, the program was on the verge of reaching heights not seen in almost three-quarters of a century.




  

    


  




  1 Cutler was a first-round NFL Draft pick and went on to a successful NFL career. He’s still starting for the Chicago Bears as of this book’s publication.




  2 Another sign of how down the program was: the fact that Southeastern Conference schools rarely, until that game, played road games at Mid-American Conference schools.




  3 Vanderbilt ended the season with the same plus-nine ratio that it had after the 5–0 start.




  4 Moore, a junior All-America player, announced after the game that he was heading to the NFL. His replacement, freshman Casey Hayward, had played well in his stead. Three years later, Hayward would be Green Bay’s second-round pick.




  2011 Football:


  Rising out of the ashes




  “Who?”




  That was the typical reaction when Vanderbilt athletics director David Williams hired Maryland offensive coordinator James Franklin to be the Commodores’ coach. It would have been hard for Vanderbilt fans to have felt more let down than they were following the back-to-back 2–10 seasons that had necessitated this move, but that may have been the case on December 17, 2010, which was the day that Franklin met the media for the first time.




  VU fans had gotten their hopes up that Gus Malzahn, fresh off a national title as Auburn’s offensive coordinator, would be the new coach. Days earlier, it looked like a done deal. But something fell apart before things became official, and so it was Franklin who appeared in front of the cameras at a VU press conference that cold Friday.




  The thirty-eight-year-old Pennsylvania native made headlines that day as Vanderbilt’s first African-American coach. “It was obvious to me, right away, that this place could be successful,” Franklin said as he stood at a podium wearing a dark suit and a black-and-gold-striped tie.




  People laughed at Franklin’s optimism, but they wouldn’t be laughing a lot longer.




  What’s left in the cupboard?




  Since 1960, Vanderbilt football had experienced five winning seasons. The 7–6 mark of 2008 had been the only winning season since 1982. As bad as those fifty years had been, the previous season had been one of the worst in that span. A road win over a 4–8 Ole Miss team was the only real highlight, and a 52–6 win over Eastern Michigan came against one of the worst teams in the FBS. VU was outscored by 14.3 points and outgained by 130 yards per game that season.




  The trouncing of EMU in Week 5 was the last win for the short head coaching career of interim coach Robbie Caldwell. VU wouldn’t come within 14 of an opponent the next seven games. That included a 34–13 drubbing in the season finale to a Wake Forest team on a nine-game losing streak. That disaster ended with not even five hundred fans in the stands at Dudley Field.




  On the other hand, recent recruiting classes had helped raise the talent level. Many of those players would be sophomores and juniors in 2011. That included running back Warren Norman, who was the Southeastern Conference’s Freshman of the Year in 2009. His backfield mate Zac Stacy, was a powerful runner who’d shown flashes of good things. Receiver Jordan Matthews looked good in spot duty at the end of 2010, and tight end Brandon Barden was becoming one of the league’s best.




  The defense had been poor the previous year, but there were some highlights. Linebacker Chris Marve had been one of the SEC’s best linebackers for three years running. The real star was cornerback Casey Hayward, the ball-hawking defensive back who’d picked off six passes the previous fall.




  Speaking of recruiting, Franklin made his mark right away. He landed a couple of well-regarded players from Florida in Josh Grady and Jerron Seymour, and one of the nation’s better tight end prospects in Arizona’s Dillon van der Wal. He got defensive lineman Barron Dixon (committed to Mississippi State) and Darien Bryant (Nebraska) to flip from more highly regarded programs.




  Not all those players panned out, but some more lightly regarded players did. Franklin made a last-minute run at Hendersonville’s Joe Townsend, who was committed to Middle Tennessee State but had grown up a Vanderbilt fan. Townsend flipped on signing day, and while that wasn’t huge news at the time, it would pay huge dividends later.




  Franklin’s exuberant personality also resonated with fans. He was the consummate salesman. He spoke of building traditions and multiple bowl games. Before long, even the most jaded VU fans were willing to give him a chance.




  However, the same team that had won 4 of its last 24 games still had some major holes. Quarterback Larry Smith looked better in August practices, but he’d completed just 47.4 percent of his 247 passes and averaged barely more than five yards a throw in 2010. Backup Jordan Rodgers,5 coming off shoulder surgery, didn’t show the arm strength to challenge him. Norman looked like the team’s best offensive threat, but there was a hidden injury from which he’d never really recover.




  Defense was just as big an issue. People weren’t going to throw at Hayward because teams had just abused whoever was lined up opposite of him the previous year. T. J. Greenstone, Colt Nichter, and Rob Lohr had proven they were legitimate SEC defensive tackles, but there didn’t seem to be much else on the line outside of end Walker May, who just had six tackles for losses as a freshman. There were no real playmakers at linebacker outside of Marve, and even then, injuries had started to take a silent toll on him.




  Special teams weren’t exactly a strength, either, especially with Norman shelved. The Commodores’ longest field goal the previous season came from 31 yards.




  It would take a minor miracle to make this team competitive.




  Steps in the right direction




  The first test, a home game against Elon College on September 3, was a hurdle that Vanderbilt was expected to clear. Smith threw for two scores and ran for one more. Cornerback Trey Wilson, buried on the bench under the previous staff, had a 21-yard interception return for a score. Elon got within seven in the second half, but Smith’s second touchdown toss, which went to emerging freshman receiver Chris Boyd, gave Vandy some space. Wes Tate added a 23-yard scoring run and Rodgers, in mop-up duty, hit Boyd for another score on his first Commodore pass.




  In a lot of ways, the opener would be a blueprint for the rest of the season. There were things not to like; Vandy’s 309 yards of offense against an FCS foe was troublesome. However, VU forced two turnovers that turned into scoring drives, committed just four penalties, and won the special teams battle decisively. The previous staff had been risk-averse, but three times on Saturday, Vanderbilt kept scoring drives alive with fourth-down conversions.




  However, it was still Elon. As Franklin said in a rare moment of candor, “We beat a team we were supposed to beat.”




  Vanderbilt was a two-point favorite against Connecticut the next week. The Huskies had smacked the Commodores around by a 40–21 score in Storrs the previous season. As with Vandy’s defeat of Elon, UConn’s 35–3 win over Fordham the previous week gave little hint as to what kind of team the Huskies had.




  After a slow start, Vanderbilt led 14–3 at the half, thanks to Boyd’s 42-yard scoring reception from Smith and Seymour’s 40-yard touchdown run. Early in the third quarter, the wheels started to come off. The Huskies picked Smith deep in VU territory and converted a field goal. UConn blocked a punt in the end zone and recovered for a touchdown. Smith fumbled, and Yawin Smallwood scooped it up and ran 66 yards for another score. After the Huskies converted a two-point conversion, the visitors led 21–14.




  This is where, 95 percent of the time, Vanderbilt had traditionally packed it in. The phrase “same old Vanderbilt” had come to describe these moments perfectly. Franklin hated those words and when someone in the crowd shouted them, it set Franklin off. He charged up and down the sidelines, reminding his players again and again, “This is the 2011 Vanderbilt!”




  They believed. UConn quarterback Johnny McEntee made the mistake of lofting a ball downfield in Hayward’s direction. Hayward jumped the route along the sideline to his right, cut back to the left, and followed a host of blockers into the end zone.




  The game was tied at 21-all with 6:45 left. It may well have been the play that defined that season.




  “I didn’t think he was going to throw the ball to my side on the play, but when he did, there was a lot of space out there,” Hayward said. “The defense made a lot of key blocks for me to get into the end zone.”




  The defense, which held the Huskies to 193 total yards that evening, got a stop. Stacy then rumbled 48 yards into UConn territory. Kicking had been an issue the previous season, but with 2:56 left, Spear knocked home a 31-yard field goal, and after the defense did its job again, VU had a 24–21 victory. It had now won consecutively for the first time since 2008.




  Vegas was not a believer, anointing visiting Ole Miss a two-point favorite the following Saturday. For whatever reason, though, the ’Dores had the Rebels’ number for years, going 4–2 against them and just 7–35 against the rest of the Southeastern Conference in that time. The Rebels had some issues coming into this one. Their top two tailbacks had been hurt and did not play in the Rebels’ 42–24 win over Southern Illinois. Ole Miss was also rotating three quarterbacks, which is rarely a good thing.




  Saturday’s game figured to be close, and for nearly 25 minutes neither team managed a score. At that point, the dam burst. Smith scored untouched on a 19-yard option keeper to the right. On the next drive, May hit Ole Miss quarterback Zack Stoudt as he threw. Wilson grabbed it and streaked 52 yards down the left sideline untouched. After another Rebel punt, Seymour wiggled in from eight yards out as VU took a 21–0 lead at the break.




  Lest the ghost of Vanderbilt past reappear, Vanderbilt came out strong in the second half. On Ole Miss’s first possession with the ball deep in its territory, the Commodores showed blitz on a third-down play. The snap got away from Stoudt and a Rebel player kicked it through the end zone for a safety. Later in the quarter, Vandy caught Ole Miss in a run blitz and Stacy, heading over right tackle, scooted 77 yards into the end zone.




  Ole Miss got a late touchdown on a 47-yard catch from Donte Moncreif with 2:15 to play, and blowing the shutout was really the only disappointment of the day. It actually felt more lopsided than the 30–7 score since VU outgained the Rebels by a 387–234 margin and won the turnover battle, 5–3. With Stacy (11 carries, 169 yards), the ’Dores also were starting to develop a star at running back, something they’d lacked for about two decades.




  “The coaches had all the right calls, and we came out with a great effort. We forced a lot of turnovers and had a lot of tackles for loss, which led to getting the win,” defensive end Tim Fugger said.




  An emotional Franklin teared up during the postgame press conference. His team was 3–0 and he was the first VU coach to start his career with three wins since World War II.




  “The feelings [I’m having] aren’t because this is an SEC game. The feelings are because we’ve gotten better. It makes me feel so good to know how hard [our team] worked for the last nine months to have them have some success. They deserve it. . . . The fans deserve it,” Franklin said.




  Franklin had allowed his team to revel in its successful moments, but not for long. A look at the schedule ahead—consecutive games at South Carolina and Alabama, followed by a home game against Georgia—had the potential to dampen the mood quickly.




  Reality check




  There was no doubt that Vanderbilt was quite improved. There was also no doubt that the next three games were infinitely tougher than the past three. But the good news was that, since expectations were low coming in, just a respectable showing would be enough to keep excitement high. In that regard, Vanderbilt got mixed results the next two games.




  At Carolina, the ’Dores grabbed an early 3–0 lead thanks to Spear’s 33-yard field goal. The defense would play quite well that Saturday evening, picking Stephen Garcia four times and keeping the game close. The offense, though, did nothing against a Carolina defense littered with future NFL players like Melvin Ingram and Jadeveon Clowney.




  Ingram had a fumble recovery for a score and Marcus Lattimore had a huge 52-yard touchdown reception just before the half that broke open a 7–3 game. Carolina added a touchdown run by Lattimore in the second half. Meanwhile, VU managed just 77 yards in a 21–3 loss.




  The Commodores had begun to take some chances offensively, but that wasn’t present at Carolina. Questioned about that later, Franklin’s answer sounded defensive, but his statement was nonetheless true in some regards.




  “[The play calling] was no more conservative than it’s been any other week. . . . It’s hard to call a game if you can’t [pass-] protect and you can’t run the ball,” he said.




  The Carolina game showed just how far Vanderbilt had to go to compete with the upper half of the SEC. The Commodores now faced Alabama, the toughest-possible opponent outside of an NFL team. Coach Nick Saban was in the midst of building one of the biggest dynasties in college football history; the Crimson ’Tide had won the national title two years prior, would win it that season, and for good measure, the year to follow also.




  In that context, the 34–0 score that night wasn’t a horrible outcome. ’Bama led just 14–0 at the half and it wasn’t as if Saban eased off the gas pedal, keeping star quarterback A. J. McCarron in the game into the fourth quarter. The sophomore had one of the best nights of his career, hitting 23-of-30 passes for 237 yards and was uncannily on target from start to finish.




  The Commodores had chances to score against an incredible ’Tide defense, but missed two field goals. The yardage figures—419 to 190 in ’Bama’s favor—were lopsided, but since Alabama outgained teams 430–184 on average that year, it wasn’t a bad performance.




  In fact, some things started to click that night. Vanderbilt had shuffled its offensive line, moving Wesley Johnson from center to left tackle, sliding Ryan Seymour inside from left tackle to left guard, and inserting Logan Stewart at center. After being sacked six times the previous week, the line allowed none against ’Bama.




  However, VU still couldn’t mount a passing attack. Franklin yanked Smith early after he went 4-of-6 for 45 yards on the heels of the previous week’s 12-of-16, 44-yard, one-interception game. Rodgers wasn’t tremendous himself, hitting 11-of-18 throws for 104 yards and two picks, but it gave Franklin something to think about. Smith had been a highly regarded quarterback out of Prattville, Alabama, and although the personnel around him had been questionable, the results weren’t there. A quarterback controversy had emerged.




  In the second quarter against Georgia, Smith was 5-of-10 for 24 yards and two picks and had been outpassed by both punter Ryan Fowler (a 35-yard pass on a fake punt) and Stacy (a 43-yard scoring heave to Matthews). Franklin made the switch. Rodgers’s passing numbers (4-of-19, 47 yards, one interception) were equally atrocious, but the junior kept making plays with his feet, running 11 times for 80 yards and converting multiple third downs to keep drives alive.




  Vandy trailed 23–7 early in the third quarter until Andre Hal ran a kickoff back 96 yards for a score and gave his team a confidence boost. Georgia’s Blair Walsh answered with another field goal in the third quarter, but the ’Dores kept rolling with every punch. Rodgers’s real value that night was opening up the ground game, and Stacy benefitted from that, rushing 17 times for 97 yards against a stout UGA defense that had given up 70 yards rushing, period, in the previous three games.




  When Seymour ran over from a yard in the third, Vandy trailed just 26–21. Georgia again seemed to put the game out of reach when Aaron Murray connected with Marlon Brown on a 75-yard scoring strike, but Stacy’s 19-yard rushing touchdown with 9:15 left cut the margin back to five.




  The Commodores never led that night, but nearly pulled a stunner at the end. Georgia’s Drew Butler dropped back to punt deep in his own territory with 15 seconds left, and Udom Umoh blocked it. Butler’s momentum spun him around in a circle as a host of Commodores charged for the loose football bouncing a couple of yards behind him among a couple of Vanderbilt players.




  For a split second, Vanderbilt safety Kenny Ladler appeared to have a shot at the scoop-and-score. When he corralled the ball just inches from the ground, it was too difficult for him to keep running and maintain his balance as Butler tackled him. Ladler, knowing he had no chance, flipped the ball into a pile of players and Vandy’s Steven Clarke picked it up but couldn’t advance it more than a yard or two before a Georgia player brought him down by the ankles at the 20.
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