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    To Karen, Colin, and Taylor

  


  Foreword

  Coaching college football hasn’t been my only job. I’ve run a catfish restaurant, taught high school, driven a school bus, worked night security and spent time on the docks while I was a volunteer assistant coach at the University of Miami. The one thing I’m not is a writer, but I know enough to understand our 2004 season at Auburn is worthy of a book.

  This was the most special group of players I’ve been around, from their team chemistry to their unselfishness, their hard work day in, day out, their willingness to take coaching and their ability to focus on one practice at a time, one week at a time, one game at a time. They didn’t let anything stop them from being the best they could be.

  This was a team that truly pulled together in a unique way. The older players led, the younger players followed, and together they defined the word “team” in every sense. This team laughed together, cried together, prayed together and stood tall together over the course of the season. Our coaching staff couldn’t be more proud of these young men. I hope Auburn fans feel the same way.

  It’s not just the fact that they went 13-0, won the Southeastern Conference championship and did everything they could to win a national championship, but it’s the way they went about it.

  A group like this one deserves a book about its perfect season. There will be other outstanding teams at Auburn, but there will never be another team or season exactly like the 2004 team. This team deserves a special place in Auburn history.

  I hope you enjoy An Inside Look at a Perfect Season: Tales from the Auburn 2004 Championship Season, a collection of stones and memories for the Auburn family to cherish and share. I know I will always treasure all the people and the hard work and character it took to make this book possible.

  War Eagle!

  —Tommy Tuberville, Auburn head coach
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INTRODUCTION

  “Look at Us Now”

  The irony proved to be as thick as the crowd of more than 5,000 eager football coaches attending the American Football Coaches Association in downtown Louisville, Kentucky, in early January. Coaches from all levels of high school and college football packed shoulder to shoulder in the Kentucky International Convention Center to hear Auburn coach Tommy Tuberville.

  Just 14 months before, just nine miles away, just across the Ohio River, a private jet carrying an entourage led by former University President William Walker landed at the Clark County Airport in Jeffersonville, Indiana, to meet with Louisville coach Bobby Petrino about replacing Tuberville as Auburn’s head coach.

  And here Tuberville stood at the podium, the 2004 AFCA Division I-? Coach of the Year, to deliver a speech on the topic: “Perseverance in Coaching.”

  Ironic indeed. Appropriate for certain.

  “It was a tough year,” Tuberville told his audience, “but look at us now.”

  Take a good long look, because the 14 months between Tuberville’s near exit and his stunning emergence as one of the nations most recognized college football coaches and Auburn’s extraordinary rise from enigmatic underachiever to national prominence combine to tell a tale too astonishing to believe if it weren’t so true.

  As Tuberville said so many times in the months between his imminent departure and the completion of a 13-0 season, “I had already put in my application to be a greeter at Wal-Mart.”

  Instead of pointing people to the discount clearance racks, Tuberville, along with his coaches and his senior leaders, spent the 2004 season pointing the way toward the top of the college football world.

  In the end, Auburn had to share that peak with the Southern California Trojans, the official Bowl Championship Series national champions, but the Tigers remained undefeated, undaunted and unwavering in their claim to the title.

  “Nobody can take that away from us,” senior running back Carnell “Cadillac” Williams said. “We’ll probably go down as the best team that ever played at Auburn. This team has just special coaches and special players. We try to do everything with class. We went to class and worked in the community and won games and had fun doing it.”


  
CHAPTER 1

  The Offseason: Starting Over

  For all the glow surrounding Auburn’s extraordinary 2004 season, the roots of Auburn’s transformation are deeply and undeniably embedded in the controversy surrounding the ill-fated trip to hire Louisville coach Bobby Petrino and the days and weeks that followed. However, to fully understand those events and their impact, it’s important to go back to the spring of 2003 when Auburn emerged as an early preseason contender for the national championship.

  Led by linebackers Karlos Dansby and Dontarrious Thomas and running backs Ronnie Brown and Carnell Williams, the Tigers returned 16 starters and a bounty of reasons to support those championship predictions. In April 2003, when Lindys Southeastern Football interviewed Tuberville for a season preview story, coach Tommy Tuberville and his players did nothing to discourage the high expectations surrounding the program.

  In a more telling moment during the same interview session, Tuberville took stock of the situation, considered the direction of his program and hinted his team might still be another year away from making a national run.

  “I think we can be pretty good this year,” Tuberville said of the 2003 team, “but I think we could be even better next year.”

  Despite his assessment and his concerns, Auburn entered the season as a No. 1 pick in two polls and the consensus choice to win the SEC. When the Tigers opened with embarrassing losses to US C and Georgia Tech and stumbled to an 8-5 finish, Tuberville came dangerously close to losing his job in a controversial fiasco that left a scar and made Auburn tougher in the long run.

  MISGUIDED MISSION


  The heat began to rise under Tuberville’s seat following the 17-3 loss to underdog Georgia Tech. As the former dean of engineering at Auburn, losing to Tech left university president William Walker both embarrassed and angry enough to rip into athletic director David Housel outside the athletic director’s box at Tech’s Grant Field.

  As the season wore on and high expectations turned to talk of Tuberville’s tenuous job security, Walker started making his move. When Auburn lost 26-7 at Georgia on November 15, 2003, Walker made his decision and secretly hired a Chicago executive search firm owned by John Mengelt, a former Auburn basketball standout, to assist with the search for a new coach.

  Walker centered his search on Petrino, who spent the 2002 season at Auburn as Tuberville’s offensive coordinator before taking over as Louisville’s head coach. On November 20, two days before Auburn’s home game with Alabama, Walker defied Housel’s advice and secured a private jet owned by Colonial Bank, where Auburn’s most prominent booster, Robert E. “Bobby” Lowder is the chairman and CEO.

  Walker flew to southern Indiana, along with Housel and two members of the Board of Trustees, president pro tempore Earlon McWhorter and former Auburn wide receiver Byron Franklin. Housel told Walker the trip was a bad idea, especially the timing of a trip just two days before the Iron Bowl. Housel also reminded Walker that universities and presidents make a common practice of asking for permission to interview candidates. When Walker refused his counsel, Housel decided he had to make the trip to keep close tabs on the situation.

  WALKING THROUGH THE FIRE


  In the days leading up to the Alabama game, Tuberville quickly realized something wasn’t right. Alabama Governor Bob Riley even called Tuberville to find out what Tuberville knew When Tuberville asked Housel if he had already been fired and replaced by Petrino, Housel denied any knowledge of a decision. At the same time, Petrino had already begun talking to possible assistant coaches about bringing them to Auburn.

  “Coaches know,” Tuberville said. “I knew. I couldn’t get anybody to talk to me. Couldn’t get any answers.”

  The players knew, too, and the coaches did what they could to keep them focused on the most important game of the season.

  “We were playing Alabama during this whole big charade and our players were able to focus on it because of [team chaplain] Chette Williams and our coaches talking to them, telling them ‘this isn’t about us’ and reminding them it is about team,’” Tuberville said. “We told them, ‘Don’t win for us. Win for yourselves, for each other. This is the biggest game of the year. This is our championship.’“

  The Tigers won that game 28-23, but Walker refused to change his mind. His plan was to vacation in Texas, let the glow of the Alabama win fade and then return to officially fire Tuberville and hire Petrino. News, even supposed clandestine news, tends to travel fast across the Auburn camp when it is pushed by the winds of controversy. Three days after the Alabama game, newspaper reporters in Louisville and Montgomery started investigating why a jet owned by Colonial Bank, where Lowder is the president and chief executive officer, landed at the Clark County Airport. It didn’t take long to add one and one together and come up with a long list of questions and answers about who knew what and when. Before long, the incident became known as “Jetgate” and brought a barrage of criticism down on the university, particularly Walker.

  Auburn fans responded with a hurricane of criticism for Walker, Housel and the guilty trustees. Walker, clearly embarrassed about getting caught in the act, initially reacted by issuing contradictory statements on consecutive days. Finally, he relented under pressure from Riley and “asked” Tuberville to remain.

  Tuberville, in an emotional session with the media following a private meeting with Walker, choked back tears as he announced his decision to remain at Auburn. Despite his anger and his lack of trust in Walker and Housel, Tuberville offered his public forgiveness. Walker and Housel were eventually forced out of their jobs by Riley and new interim president Ed Richardson. Walker was fired, Housel chose to retire, and Tuberville and his team started over.
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  After a disappointing 2003 season the Tigers rallied around coach Tommy Tuberville. Photo by Todd J. Van Emst

  “It would have been pretty easy to point fingers, blame people and walk out with a pretty big check,” Tuberville said. Instead, Tuberville told his staff, “If these kids are ever going to learn anything from us, they are going to learn how to handle adversity. We’re not going to hold grudges. We’re not going to talk about the past. We’re going to talk about the future. We don’t want this to linger.”

  Tuberville added, “In 30 years of coaching, I’ve never seen anything like the way this team has rallied around each other. We went through some tough times when I knew I wasn’t going to come back. But two of the reasons I did come back after the whole ‘Jetgate’ deal was that the players stayed behind us 110 percent and the fans did as well.

  “These players grew up a lot in those two weeks. I think they learned a lot from the situation I was in about how to do things, how not to do things and how to focus on what’s important.”

  In the process, Tuberville’s public resolve also set the wheels of a turnaround season in four-wheel motion.

  “Everybody else thought he was gone, but we saw something different,” said Tommy “TJ.” Jackson, a junior starter at noseguard. “We never saw him give up or get mad. He was so debonair about it. Most guys would have cracked up under that pressure, but he handled it and put us first, just like we were his own kids. That’s why we love him. That’s why we followed him.”

  Williams said, “It started last year with Coach Tub. The things he went through, the way he handled that whole situation, we saw that and knew he was special. We rallied around that.”

  ONE MORE YEAR


  In a year defined by so many decisive turning points, the next chapter came in early January when three star players and team leaders, running backs Brown and Williams and cornerback Carlos Rogers, all decided to pass up the NFL draft and return for their senior seasons— even if it meant Williams and Brown would have to share the ball and the spotlight and Rogers would spend his senior season wondering if quarterbacks would ever throw his way. None of the three could know for certain that their decisions would lead to a 13-0 season and individual honors.

  “I knew it could happen because of the type of people we are,” Williams said. “We’re more about team, more about winning. But I never thought it would work out like it did, with both of us doing real well. It’s sweet.”

  FLYING BENEATH THE RADAR


  The next turning point came when Tuberville sat down with his offensive coaches and decided to bring in a new offensive coordinator. When Petrino left after the 2002 season Tuberville wanted to keep his offensive scheme intact and promoted offensive line coach Hugh Nail to coordinate the offense and brought in Steve Ensminger to coach the quarterbacks and help call the plays. While the Tigers showed marked improvement in their final two games of the season, it proved to be an awkward situation Tuberville had to fix.

  “Hugh and I sat down and discussed the situation and came to the conclusion that we were going to have to bring someone else in here,” Tuberville said. “He agreed that we needed someone who could come in with the ability to run and throw the ball with the personnel we had.”

  That someone proved to be veteran assistant Al Borges, who worked closely with Nail and the offensive staff to install a version of the West Coast offense designed to make the best possible use of Williams, Brown and Campbell. Through a nondescript offseason in which the defense attempted to replace Dansby and Thomas and two other starters among the front seven and some awkward initial steps in a new offense, the Tigers did nothing to convince anyone—including themselves—they should be picked to finish any higher than 15th nationally and second in the SEC West.

  SUMMER SCHOOL


  In fact, the workouts that followed spring practice initially created more doubt than confidence. Football coaches like to insist seasons are often won from January to July when players are lifting, running, stretching and building themselves into better football players. It’s during that time when players are expected to grow in strength, size, speed and maturity.

  If that’s truly the case, the first six months of 2004 did little to convince head strength and conditioning coach Kevin Yoxall that Auburn’s season would be anything special.

  “I’ve had other winter and spring training periods where it went better from the standpoint of testing and numbers in the weight room,” Yoxall said. “We didn’t have a lot of colossal numbers in our testing.”

  In fact, at times the spring was both disappointing and frustrating for Yoxall. Under new NCAA rules that came into place in the spring of 2004, teams were no longer allowed to hold mandatory workouts every week from January 1 to May 31. Instead, strength and conditioning coaches were forced to choose eight “discretionary” weeks in which players were not required to report for daily workouts.

  Considering the history of his players, Yoxall hoped, and even expected, a strong turnout when Auburn entered the longest fraction of its discretionary period after spring football.

  “We had a big meeting, before finals, where I told them, ‘Here’s the deal: your discretionary time is about to start. If you show up, you know I’m going to work your butt off, so here are the times when we’re available,’” Yoxall said. “Let’s be honest. Most of these kids are 18 to 21 years old, and I didn’t have a lot of them show up. I was really kind of disappointed.”

  When the spring turned to summer, Yoxall decided it was time to sit down with each player individually both to discuss their goals and needs and to tell them how he felt about their spring workout attendance.

  “I laid it out there,” Yoxall said. “I told them how they should have been in here, how they should have been training. At that point, I’ve got to tell you I was very concerned, because I felt like we were behind where we needed to be. But once we got into summer, things really began to click.”

  For all the credit given the head coach and assistant coaches, it’s possible that in most programs, the strength and conditioning coaches actually spend more time with the players. That’s certainly true with Auburn players and Yoxall and his staff.

  Yet, while strength and conditioning coaches can oversee summer workouts, no member of the coaching staff can get involved in any way when the players take to the practice fields when quarterbacks, receivers and backs do their throwing, catching and covering on their own.

  It’s a summer rite that rarely involves non-skill players, but that changed last summer when players from all positions found themselves taking part in group and individual drills.

  “This summer it was every position,” Yoxall said. “Offensive line. Defensive line. They were out there in some sort of highly organized fashion at least three nights a week, putting themselves through position skill drills, running plays, being a lot more organized than I’d ever seen before. A lot of nights they were here long after I had gone, and me and my guys and the trainers are usually the last ones out of the building.

  “I think the kids sensed what all of us coaches, myself included, went through last year and I know that was probably on their minds as well. They might have felt they needed to take more ownership in this thing than they had in the past.”

  Under the heat and pressure of a searing southern summer, the Tigers took major steps toward becoming a true team with the older, established players pointing the way and younger players following their lead.

  “I think a lot of it started during summer workouts,” said defensive end Doug Langenfeld, a senior starter in 2004. “The coaches can’t be out there with us, pushing us, but we had a bunch of guys out there running in the heat of the afternoon. At that point it would have been easy to say, ‘Man, I don’t want to run today, it’s too hot,’ but we had a lot of leaders out there pushing guys to run, even if we had to help a guy cross the line and finish his run.”

  Jackson added, “Summer workouts are supposed to be ‘volunteer,’ but you know what ‘volunteer’ means. It’s hot, it’s tough and you see what you have as a team. We had a lot of guys pushing and pulling each other through those workouts, saying we’re not going to quit because we really do want to become something, we really do want to be a championship team.

  “That’s when I knew that no matter what happened this year we were going to have each other’s backs, that we were going to stick together. I really think that was the whole turning point for this team, when we really learned to lean on each other.”

  PLAY TIME


  The players also found themselves spending more time together, whether it was daily summer gatherings at local pools, meals, parties, marathon video game competitions or volunteering to bail hay or build fences at Storybrook Farms, a non-profit therapeutic horseback riding facility for children in Opelika.

  “We started doing a lot of things together,” said receiver Courtney Taylor, a sophomore starter. “There was a Saturday when we were off for some reason and all of us got together to play softball against some fraternity boys. It was so hilarious. You wouldn’t believe how many guys on this team cannot play a lick of softball. You would think athletes would be able to do anything, but they can’t swing, they can’t catch, they can’t throw.

  “But that’s one time that sticks out as some of the most fun I’ve ever had. That’s when I really came to accept Auburn as home. You come here and live with guys you don’t even know, but they become your best friends.”

  The result isn’t nearly as memorable as the day itself.

  “I don’t even know if we won,” Taylor said. “We just played for like three or four hours. We were just having fun. It’s like playing football when you’re kids and you play so long you lose track.”

  Those same big kids also spent an entire day losing track of time and money shooting paintball at each other on a local farm.

  “This summer a bunch of us got together and went out and played paintball,” Taylor said. “I’m talking something like 40 guys and it got real competitive. Some of the guys on this team cheat so bad. They act like they’re out of the game and they’ll turn around and shoot you.

  “We were out there all day and every time we’d finish a game we’d say, ‘Let’s play another game.’ We were out there so long we were broke by the time we got back, but it was worth it.”

  BETTER LIVING THROUGH CHEMISTRY


  Around that same time, the team’s spiritual identity also experienced a dynamic development, with the weekly team Bible study directed by Chette Williams attracting as many as 60-70 players at a time.

  “We would discuss the Bible, pray for each other, share, preach, cry, confess,” Chette Williams said. “It really took off. That was about the same time T.J. was going through a tough situation and T.J. got up and shared his faith in adversity. Some of the kids got baptized. People talk about togetherness and love … you just saw it happening there.

  “That started in the winter and grew through the spring, but it really took off in July and I just started seeing guys bonding in an unbelievable way. They took that same chemistry into the season.”

  They also took their share of questions into a season of uncertainty—questions that could only be answered on the field.


  
CHAPTER 2

  Louisiana-Monroe: Far from Perfect

  Louisiana-Monroe? The season opener had very little to do with Louisiana-Monroe and everything to do with Auburn. After defeating Louisiana-Monroe 73-7 in 2002, the Tigers weren’t concerned with the Indians. Instead, 17th-ranked Auburn’s true opponent in its 2004 season opener would be itself.

  How would the offense work under new coordinator AI Borges after struggling throughout most of the 2003 season? How would the defense play with four new starters among its front seven and uncertainty at the cornerback spot opposite cornerback Carlos Rogers? How would the Tigers open the season after losing consecutive openers to Southern Cal?

  ULM was obviously no USC, but in a 31-0 victory over the Indians Auburn dropped plenty of hints of being a new breed of Tigers.

  “It was a good start,” coach Tommy Tuberville said. “There are a lot of things we need to work on, but that’s what the first game is for.”

  JUST A HINT


  The offense looked like a work in progress, but at least the passing game got off to a good start. After struggling with productivity and consistency throughout the 2003 season, the revamped passing game allowed senior quarterback Jason Campbell to complete 11 of 18 passes for 110 yards with two touchdowns, but he also lost a fumble and threw an interception. The one-sided nature of the game also allowed redshirt freshman quarterback Brandon Cox to see some much-needed playing time. In all, eight receivers caught at least one pass.

  The Tigers scored on their first three possessions, but they weren’t fooling themselves into thinking they had found all their answers.

  “We kind of got off to a slow start, but it’s our first ballgame in a new offense,” senior tailback Carnell Williams said. “We’re looking pretty good …. There’s still a lot more you’re going to see. We’re not going to show everything at this stage.”

  The defense also did its part, recording a shutout and playing plenty of second- and third-team reserves in the second half. Not all of the news was positive, though. ULM quarterback Steve Jyles completed his first 11 passes, the Indians ran for 140 yards and the Tigers played without starting cornerback Montae Pitts, who missed the game due to a suspension for violating team policy.

  “Defensively, we ran around well,” Tuberville said. “The first-team defense looked really good. The second team gave up some plays, but that’s going to happen. It was a good learning experience for all of them.”

  MOVING ON


  So what did Auburn learn from this opener? For openers, the Tigers played 73 players, including 21 players who saw their first action as Tigers and six true freshmen. Add a shutout from the defense and some progress from the offense, and the Tigers at least made the opener a worthwhile experience.

  “We went to work, got it done,” Tuberville said. “Now we’ve got to get better.”

  At least the Tigers had the schedule working in their favor. As the Tigers flipped the page on Louisiana-Monroe and turned their attention toward Mississippi State, they could look into the not-so-distant future and see some interesting possibilities.

  “We’ve got a good schedule this year,” offensive line coach Hugh Nail said. “That’s the way you’d like it every year—start with a team that you should beat, iron out some problems, or find out some problems, and work on a few things. Then you start working your way up. Our schedule is perfect for that.”

  Perfect? That wasn’t a word anyone associated with Auburn at that point. Not even the Tigers themselves would dare to think of such a thing, let alone speak it.

  “We have Mississippi State coming up,” senior strong safety Junior Rosegreen said, “and when you are in the SEC, every game is big.”


  
CHAPTER 3

  The Offense: “Brains Before Beauty”

  When someone suggested to Al Borges midway through the 2004 season that he had emerged as one of the nation’s hottest offensive coordinators, Borges had to laugh.

  “You mean hot like a great-looking guy?” Borges said.

  Well, OK, not that kind of hot. After all, the bald, bulbous Borges isn’t exactly Brad Pitt. What he is is an accomplished football coach who arrived at Auburn in February and helped transform an underachieving Auburn offense into a multidimensional machine capable of running, passing, controlling the clock and scoring.
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